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1 Planning  for  Palmerõs Future ð Process and Vision  

In March 2020, the Town of Palmerñlocated in central western Massachusetts in Hampden 

Countyñlaunched a process to prepare a Town-wide Master Plan with extensive 

community participation. The Townõs last comprehensive master plan was completed nearly 

50 years ago in 1975, prior to the adoption of the Townõs first zoning bylaw in 1980. Since 

2005, the Town has been operating under an Executive Order 418 Community Development 

Plan, which lays out goals and strategies related to open space and resource protection, 

housing, economic development, and transportation. Though the Townõs most recent 

comprehensive town-wide planning document, the Community Plan is out-of-date and 

inadequate for current and future planning purposes. This Master Plan, the development of 

which was led by the Townõs planning consultant (VHB), updates the information presented 

in the Community Plan, as well as builds upon its findings to provide a strategic roadmap to 

achieving a shared community vision for Palmerõs future.  

For fiscal years 2020 and 2021, the Town was awarded a Municipal Vulnerability 

Preparedness Action Grant, which partially funded the preparation of this Master Plan. 

Accordingly, the topics of sustainability and climate resilience are integrated throughout its 

elements, including the elements required under Chapter 41 Section 81D of the General 

Laws of Massachusetts that are listed later in this chapter. The opportunities and challenges 

related to sustainability and climate resilience that are not specific to the required elements 

are covered in a separate element (Chapter 9, Sustainability and Climate Change). 

As part of the fiscal year 2021 Work Plan for the Palmer Mass in Motion program, funded 

through the Massachusetts Department of Public Health, this Master Plan also includes a 

Public Health Addendum (Appendix A) prepared by the Pioneer Valley Planning 

Commission (PVPC). This addendum is summarized in Chapter 10, Public Health and its 

recommended actions have been incorporated into this Master Planõs implementation plan 

(Chapter 11). The Public Health Addendum provides research and data analyses around the 

aspects of the Townõs built and social environments (e.g., transportation, housing, access to 



Town of Palmer Master Plan | 2021 

Planning for Palmerõs Future ð Process and Vision 

 

2 

 

healthy food) that impact health outcomes of people who live and work in Palmer, with a 

focus on healthy aging and the assets and challenges of older adults.  

This Master Planõs addressment of sustainability and climate resilience, along with public 

health, reflect the increasing need of municipalities to address the health and well-being of 

their residents in the face of emerging challenges. This is evidenced by the 

COVID-19 pandemic that began in early 2020 and continued throughout the planning 

process.  

What is a Master Plan? 

Consistent with Chapter 41 Section 81D of the General Laws of Massachusetts, a master plan 

serves as òa statement, through text, maps, illustrations or other forms of communication, 

that is designed to provide a basis for decision making regarding the long-term physical 

development of the municipality.ó1 However, master plans today do more than address just 

buildings and infrastructure ð they also consider the important social, environmental, and 

economic values associated with them. 

A master plan is meant to be a living, dynamic document that records where a community 

has been, where it is currently, and what it wants to be in the future. In the process, it 

assesses existing community assets and resources in consideration of current trending and 

projected future conditions, and puts forth a shared community vision that is translated into 

goals and a policy framework. 

A master plan typically covers a timeframe between 10 and 15 years, though shorter-term 

evaluations will help keep it current with changing needs of the community. It is also tightly 

integrated with other municipal plans and initiatives, such as an open space and recreation 

plan, housing production plan, etc. It is important to note that a master plan is not a zoning 

ordinance, a subdivision regulation, a budget plan, a capital improvement program, or 

other regulatory document. Rather, it is meant to guide the development of these 

implementation tools. 

Consistent with Chapter 41 Section 81D of the General Laws of Massachusetts, this Master 

Plan addresses the following required elements as they relate to the Town of Palmer and its 

regional context: Land Use and Development Patterns (Chapter 2); Housing (Chapter 3); 

Economic Development (Chapter 4); Natural, Historic, and Cultural Resources (Chapter 5); 

Open Space and Recreation (Chapter 6); Public Services and Facilities (Chapter 7); 

Transportation (Chapter 8), and Implementation (Chapter 11). Another required element that 

identifies the goals and policies of the municipality for its future growth and development 

has been integrated into the other elements of this Master Plan, including Sustainability and 

Climate Change (Chapter 9) and Public Health (Chapter 10).  

A key outcome of any master plan is its implementation program, which generally defines 

and schedules the recommended actions that contribute to the achievement of the goals 

 

1  Massachusetts General Laws, Chapter 41, Section 81D. 
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defined under each element. For the Palmer Master Plan, the implementation program is 

summarized in Chapter 11.  

Planning Process 

The planning process for this Master Plan was carried out over approximately 16 months 

beginning in March 2020 and ending in June 2021. This process is summarized below, 

arranged into five focused efforts:  

ᴇ Identify Palmerõs Challenges and Opportunities 

Through a review of past and recent planning documentation; data from local, state, and 

federal sources; and input received from stakeholders and the community at-large over 

the course of seven public forums conducted between July 2020 and January 2021, a 

baseline of existing conditions in Palmer was prepared relevant to the topic-based 

elements covered in this Master Plan (e.g., Land Use and Development Patterns, 

Housing, etc.), except for Public Health (see explanation below). The findings of this 

existing conditions analysis helped to identify the challenges and opportunities the Town 

faces, now and in the future. 

ᴇ Set Palmerõs Shared Vision and Supporting Goals 

In July 2020, an overview of the Townõs existing conditions was shared with the 

community for feedback, which provided an understanding of their values and general 

priorities for the Townõs future. Based upon this feedback, and supported by previous 

stakeholder conversations, a Vision Statement was prepared and confirmed that reflects 

the Town as the community intends it to exist at the end of the planning horizon.  

Through the course of the community engagements held as part of this planning 

process, namely the six topic-based public forums and an economic development 

roundtable, challenges and opportunities were translated into Goals that support the 

achievement of the Vision Statement. 

ᴇ Develop and Prioritize Supporting Actions 

Consideration of existing initiatives, best practices, and emerging technologies, along 

with ideas generated by stakeholders and the community at-large, contributed to the 

development of recommended Actions (i.e., policies, programs, and projects) that 

support the achievement of the Goals.  

In May/June 2021, through Community Survey #2, the community was asked to support 

the prioritization of the recommended Actions based on perceived levels of relative 

importance.  

ᴇ Create an Accountable Implementation Program 

Implementation details for the recommended Actions were defined, including their lead 

implementation entities and supporting partners, timelines, and estimated costs. Actions 

were further defined by their related elements and actions to realize potential 

implementation efficiencies and to maximize co-benefits. 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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ᴇ Pull it All Together for Review and Adoption 

Full drafts of the Master Plan elements were provided to the public in June 2021. The 

Palmer Planning Board received comment on the Master Plan throughout July 2021 and 

adopted it in August 2021.  

As noted earlier, the Public Health Addendum was completed under the Palmer Mass in 

Motion program. Its planning process, which is described in Appendix A, was conducted 

concurrent to, but largely separate from that of this Master Plan. To promote consistency, 

the planning consultants leading each process coordinated regularly and attended each 

processesõ key public meetings. Further, there was cross-representation between the Master 

Plan Steering Committee (MPSC) and the Palmer Health Addendum Working Group. 

Engagement Process 

Despite limitations that the COVID-19 pandemic presented throughout the course of this 

planning process, the Town of Palmer embraced an extensive and inclusive public 

engagement process that also provided opportunities for learning. This involved direct 

engagement with stakeholders, including the formation of the MPSC; seven online and 

televised public forums; both online and hardcopy surveys; an economic development 

forum; and a dedicated project-website.  

Virtual Meeting of the Master Plan Steering Committee 

5 
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A separate public engagement process was conducted as part of the Public Health 

Addendum. For a summary of those outreach efforts, please see Appendix A.  

Master Plan Steering Committee   

The engagement process for this Master Plan began with the establishment of the MPSC. 

Working with the Town Planner and Economic Development Director, as well as the 

planning consultants, the MPSC provided invaluable guidance and oversight throughout  the 

planning process. Members of the MPSC also acted as liaisons to the larger Palmer 

community, reaching out to relevant local and regional groups and generally raising 

awareness of the project to solicit input to, and feedback and comment on, the Master Plan. 

Aside from four at-large members representing the general public, including the 

chairperson, the MPSC had representation from the following eight Town departments, 

boards, and committees. 

ᴇ Planning Board 

ᴇ Town Council 

ᴇ Board of Health 

ᴇ Conservation Commission 

ᴇ Council on Aging/Senior Center 

ᴇ Department of Public Works 

ᴇ Historical Commission 

ᴇ School Committee 

Over the 16-month project schedule, the MPSC held 14 meetings, not including their 

participation at public forums. These meetings were primarily held in support of key 

milestone-decisions (e.g., approval of draft elements). Each meeting was held virtually and 

broadcast live by M-PACT-TV, the public television studio servicing both Monson and 

Palmer, and posted to M-PACT-TVõs website for broader viewing.  

Targeted Stakeholder Conversations 

At the onset of the planning process, the Townõs planning consultant held several 

conversations with key Town officials and staff, interest groups, residents, property owners, 

business leaders, and others who live or work in Palmer. The purpose of these conversations 

was to gather input on the key issues and opportunities facing the Town. Representative 

questions included òWhat do you most appreciate about Palmer?ó and òWhat are your 

biggest ongoing or future concerns for the community?ó 

  

MPSC Chairperson, Dave Golden, raising 

awareness of the Master Plan and its 

merits on M-PACT-TV. 



Town of Palmer Master Plan | 2021 

Planning for Palmerõs Future ð Process and Vision 

 

6 

 

Public Forums 

A total of seven public forums covering a combination 

of Master Plan elements were planned, facilitated, and 

documented. They were widely advertised by the Town 

through means that included: postings on popular social 

media group pages; flyer placements at the four corners 

town signboard and post offices; advertisements/articles 

in the local newspaper, The Journal Register, and in the 

Senior Centerõs newsletter; email blasts to interested 

persons; announcements on the Townõs municipal 

website and on the dedicated Master Plan website; 

advertisements on M-PACT-TV; and personal outreach 

conducted by the Town Planner and Economic 

Development Director and the MPSC. In light of in-

person restrictions imposed by the State due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, all public forums were held 

virtually. To gain the widest possible audience under 

these conditions, the public forums were held on Zoom 

in webinar format and broadcast on both Facebook Live 

and M-PACT-TV. Regardless of how participants viewed 

the meetings, all were provided opportunities to 

contribute to the discussion. Persons on the Zoom 

meeting were able to speak or use the platformõs chat function. Those viewing through 

Facebook were able to post comments in that platform, which were monitored and then 

shared with the rest of the participants for discussion. Persons viewing through M-PACT-TV 

were provided the contact information of the Town Planner and Economic Development 

Director, and similar to comments received through Facebook, any comments received 

during the meeting were shared with the rest of the participants for discussion. Finally, all 

participants were invited to participate in polling through Poll Everywhere 

(https://www.polleverywhere.com/), which was independent of the above platforms, 

accepting responses through either a web browser or through SMS text message. Poll 

responses were shown in real-time. As applicable, polls remained open for persons viewing 

meetings after their scheduled times. 

Example public  forum advertisements prepared for social media postings and flyer placements. 

List of Public Forums  

Forum #1ñKick-Off and 

Visioning  

Forum #2ñEconomic 

Development 

Forum #3ñPublic Facilities 

and Services, and Historic and 

Cultural Resources 

Forum #4ñTransportation and 

Mobility 

Forum #5ñHousing 

Forum #6ñSustainability and 

Climate Change 

Forum #7ñNatural Resources 

and Open Space 

https://www.polleverywhere.com/
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Community Surveys 

Two surveys were administered to the community, with hardcopies made available at 

strategic locations such as the Senior Center and Public Library. The first survey solicited 

input on the Townõs current conditions and the communityõs desired future, while the 

second survey requested feedback on the draft Actions that represented the culmination of 

what the MPSC heard from the public and other stakeholders throughout the planning 

process for the Master Plan. In addition to requesting general feedback on the Actions, the 

second survey asked respondents to assist in their prioritization by selecting those that they 

believed to be of the highest relative importance. 

A total of 476 persons responded to this first survey, while 56 responded to the second (see 

responses in Appendix B).  

Economic Development Roundtable  

On September 10, 2020, the Town held and facilitated a virtual economic development 

roundtable that included participation from Town staff, PVPC, MassDevelopment, and 

representative local businesses small and large. The outcomes of this discussion were 

incorporated into, and are summarized in, the Economic Development Element (Chapter 4).  

Master Plan Website 

This Master Plan was supported by a dedicated website, http://palmermasterplan.com/, 

where information on the planning process was provided, highlights of community 

demographics were shared, and information on opportunities to engage were noticed. 

Additionally, this website served as a document repository for the draft and final elements, 

public forum presentations (including polling results), and meeting recordings, among other 

documents that contributed to the development of this Master Plan. A communication 

element was also incorporated into the website, which asked visitors to sign up for updates, 

submit thoughts and comments, and/or ask a question.  

 

Screenshots of the Palmer Master Plan website. 

http://palmermasterplan.com/


Town of Palmer Master Plan | 2021 

Planning for Palmerõs Future ð Process and Vision 

 

8 

 

Vision Statement  

Developed through the planning and engagement processes, the community came to 

consensus on the following Vision Statement. This Vision Statement set the tone for the 

development of this Master Plan, including the determination of its Goals and identification 

of its recommended Actions. Building on the Townõs past and existing strengths, it 

characterizes the communityõs ideal future for itself, with emphases on sustainability and 

resilience. 

  

Palmer is a preeminent destination to live, work and play in We stern Massachusetts. 

Our collective, small -town identity is defined by the unique qualities of our four 

villagesñDepot Village, Thorndike, Three Rivers and Bondsville. This identity is 

continually built upon by residents and organizations with incredible s pirit and who 

are deeply invested in and celebrate the Town and its history. Palmer is planning its 

future with sustainability in mind and with a focus on climate resilience so as to be a 

thriving and vibrant community both now and in the future.  

Known as the òTown of Seven Railroads,ó Palmer is a picturesque New England town 

boasting abundant open spaces, recreation areas and natural habitats ñincluding lands 

along the Ware, Swift, Quaboag and Chicopee Rivers, which are all maintained and 

preserved for the  enjoyment of all. These assets, along with housing accessibility and 

affordability, a top performing school system, high quality local health care facilities 

and convenient road and rail transportation access to points across the state and 

beyond, help to  support and strengthen our existing residents and businesses as well 

as attract new ones that will be a part of our community for years to come.  

Screenshot of an interactive community profile on the Palmer Master Plan website. 
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2 Land Use and Development Patterns  

Land use refers to how land is utilized by the community for activities such as economic and 

cultural development. Development patterns refer to how land uses are organized within a 

communityñincluding the arrangement of agricultural, residential, industrial, commercial, 

and recreational uses, among other usesñand is the product of many yearsõ worth of 

human interactions with the natural setting. An examination of a communityõs mix of land 

uses and development patterns helps to inform a fundamental understanding of its history 

and determine its needs relative to housing, economic development, environmental and 

cultural resources, open space and recreation, public facilities and infrastructure, and 

transportation. 

This Land Use Element functions as an overarching component of the Master Plan, as it 

incorporates considerations of all other elements. It presents historical and current day 

perspectives on land use in the Town of Palmer to facilitate decision-making on how land 

resources should be strategically used to address the issues and opportunities identified 

through this planning process. 

Baseline Conditions Analyses 

Regional Context  

The Town of Palmer is a predominantly rural community with four distinct village centers 

(i.e., Bondsville, Depot Village, Thorndike, and Three Rivers). It is situated in the easterly 

portion of Hampden County, Massachusetts, and within the administrative area of the 

Pioneer Valley Planning Commission (PVPC) (see Figure 2-1). The Town is surrounded by the 

Towns of Belchertown and Ware to its north, Ludlow and Wilbraham to its west, Brimfield 

and Monson to its south, and Warren to its east. It is proximate to the regional economic 
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centers of Springfield (approximately 20 miles via Interstate 90 westbound) and Worcester 

(approximately 35 miles via Interstate 90 eastbound).  

Palmer is within the Chicopee River Watershed. Important shared waterbodies include the 

Ware River, which flows southwesterly from the Town of Ware; the Quaboag River, which 

flows southwesterly from the Town of Warren; and the Swift River, which flows southerly 

from the Town of Belchertown. The confluence of these three rivers in the Village of Three 

Rivers forms the headwaters of the Chicopee River that flows southwesterly toward the 

Town of Wilbraham. More information on Palmerõs water networks is provided in Chapter 6, 

Natural, Historic, and Cultural Resources. 

From a transportation perspective, Palmer is connected to its region and beyond via Inter-

state 90, running east-west. Other major thoroughfares crossing the Town include Route 20, 

also running east-west, and Route 32, running north-south. Palmer is served by regional 

transit services, including the Quaboag Connector that links Palmer, Belchertown, 

Brookfield, East Brookfield, Hardwick, Monson, Ware, Warren, and West Brookfield, as well 

as the Pioneer Valley Transit Authorityõs Ware-Palmer Circulator. Additionally, the Town is 

also being considered as a potential rail transit stop along the proposed East-West Passen-

ger Rail project, which would provide passenger rail service from Boston to Springfield and 

Pittsfield. The Town boasts three active rail lines servicing regional freight operations: CSX 

moves freight east-west, Central New England moves freight north-south, and Mass Central 

is a short line running between Palmer and the Town of Barre. More information on 

Palmerõs transportation networks is provided in Chapter 8, Transportation and Mobility. 

Other regional connections include shared open spaces, such as the Colonels Mountain 

Wildlife Management Area, Red Bridge State Park, and Titanic Rail Trail/Grand Trunk Trail, as 

well as the to-be-completed Mass Central Rail Trail. Additionally, the Town is a member 

community of the Pathfinder Regional Vocation Technical School, along with Belchertown, 

Granby, Hardwick, Monson, New Braintree, Oakham, Ware, and Warren.  

Historical Land Cover/Land Use 

The four major rivers (i.e., Ware, Quaboag, Swift, and Chicopee) in Palmer played a critical 

role in the development of the Town, particularly with respect to its transformation from a 

farming community to an industrial community where waterpower was harnessed for the 

operation of textile mills. These textile mills catalyzed the development of three of the 

Townõs four villages (i.e., Bondsville, Thorndike, and Three Rivers), which were developed to 

provide worker housing and related services. 

Palmerõs unique character is defined by its more densely developed village centers, juxta-

posed against an abundance and diverse range of natural resources, such as upland forests 

and vast open spaces. As shown in Figures 2-2 through 2-4 and Table 2-1, natural land in 

Palmer has and continues to comprise the majority of land cover in the community, encom-

passing more than 70 percent of the Townõs land area since at least 1985.2, 3 

 

2  MassGIS (Bureau of Geographic Information ). MassGIS Data: Land Use (1951-1999).  

3  MassGIS (Bureau of Geographic Information) . MassGIS Data: Land Use (2005). 
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Figure 2 -1 Regional Context  
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Table 2-1 Breakdown of Land Cover/Land Use, 1985, 1999, 2005  

Land Use/Cover Type 1985 1999 2005 

1985-2005 

Change (%) 

Agriculture  1,743.3   1,300.4   907.1  -48.0% 

Open Undeveloped Land  668.2   929.0   594.1  -11.1% 

Commercial  118.0   142.9   196.9  66.9% 

Industrial/Transportation/Mining  824.8   864.5   504.1  -38.9% 

Higher Density Residential (multi-family developments and units on lots 

smaller than 1/4 acre) 

 474.6   485.2   497.1  4.7% 

Medium Density Residential (units on 1/4 - 1/2 acre lots)  1,083.8   1,374.0   549.4  -49.3% 

Lower Density Residential (units on lots larger than 1/2 acre)  853.9   1,242.1   1,298.0  52.0% 

Urban Open/Institutional/Recreation  287.4   354.5   406.0  41.3% 

Natural Land/Undisturbed Vegetation  3,975.6  13,337.1   15,054.5  7.7% 

Water  462.6   462.6   485.0  4.8% 

Total 20,492.3  20,492.3   20,492.3  -- 

Source: MassGIS (1985, 1999, 2005) 

Figure 2 -2 Breakdown of Land Cover/Land Use, 1985, 1999, 2005  

 
Source: MassGIS 
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Figure 2 -3 Land Cover/Use (1985)  
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Figure 2 -4 Land Cover/Use (2005)  
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As shown in Figures 2-3 and 2-4, according to MassGIS land cover/land use data, the 

pattern of development in Palmer (i.e., developed versus undeveloped areas) did not 

change significantly between 1985 and 2005. Among the changes that did occur, Palmer 

saw new industrial developments in northwest Bondsville and north of Wilbraham Street in 

Depot Village; a southeast extension of commercial uses along South Main Street and Park 

Street in Depot Village; and low density residential expansions throughout the Town, 

particularly in its southeastern, north central, and northeastern portions. 

The make-up of the Townõs developed areas did undergo some notable shifts. As shown in 

Table 2-1, trends in land cover/land use between 1985 and 2005 include large declines in 

medium density residential (-49.3 percent) and agriculture (-48 percent), while noteworthy 

gains were realized in commercial (66.9 percent) and lower density residential (52 percent). 

It is important to note that the 2005 data have more detailed delineations of cover/use, 

which has influence over these trends. 

Existing Land Use 

Based on classification codes embedded within the Town Assessors Divisionõs 2019 property 

database, the largest land uses represented in Palmer include residential (50.6 percent) and 

exempt property (22.7 percent). Residential uses are distributed throughout the Town, with 

larger densities found within and surrounding the village centers. Among the residential 

land uses, 47.5 percent is of the single family typology. Much of the exempt property in 

Palmer is owned by the Town or the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for open space and 

water resource protection purposes.  

Though limited in comparison to the presence of residential and exempt uses, industrial and 

commercial activities comprise 6.2 percent and 5.8 percent of the Town, respectively. 

Industrial activities are generally proximate to the Townõs rail lines, and many are 

concentrated in industrial parks, such as the Mapletree Industrial Center (Depot Village), 

Chamber Road Industrial Park (Three Rivers), and Palmer Industrial Park (Bondsville). 

Additional concentrations can be found along South Main Street in Depot Village (e.g., 

Sanderson Mcleod) and along Church Street in Thorndike (e.g., Thorndike Mills). Notably, 

Palmer has several solar energy facilities spread throughout the Town. 

Commercial activities predominantly occur within Palmerõs village centers, along North and 

South Main Streets and Park Street in Depot Village, Main Street and Springfield Street in 

Three Rivers, Commercial Street in Thorndike, and Main Street in Bondsville. Areas 

developed for commercial purposes are also present along Wilbraham Street to the east of 

Town and along Thorndike Street in the central part of Town, both south of Interstate 90. 

For more information on commercial and industrial activities in Palmer, see Chapter 3, 

Economic Development.  

Figures 2-5 and 2-6 depict current land uses in the Town of Palmer. 
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Figure 2 -5 Existing Land Use 2019  
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Figure 2 -6 Breakdown of Property Type Classification Codes by Land Area, 2019  

Source: Town of Palmer Assessors Division, 2019 Property Database 

Vacant Land 

As of 2019, parcels in Palmer classified as some form of vacant amounted to 4,735.1 acres or 

23.9 percent of Palmerõs total acreage. Most of these lands (4,240.6 acres) were classified as 

residential, while vacant commercial lands totaled 312.9 acres and vacant industrial lands 

totaled 181.6 acres. With respect to development potential, 73.2 percent of vacant lands in 

the Town have been determined to be developable or potentially developable, while an 

additional 1.3 percent involve vacant agricultural lands not included in Chapter 61A. The 

remaining 25.6 percent has been determined to be undevelopable (e.g., properties with an 

existing easement). 

Table 2-2 breaks down the Townõs vacant land uses as classified by the Town Assessors 

Divisionõs 2019 property database. This includes parcels with the following land use codes: 

130, 131, and 132 (residential); 211, 220, and 230 (open space); 390, 391, 392, and 

393 (commercial); and 440, 441, and 442 (industrial), as present. It excludes vacant 

properties classified as exempt.  

Palmer also has a number of properties enrolled in the Chapter 61 programs (61 for forest 

land, 61A for agricultural land, and 61B for open space and recreational land) that are 

afforded by the State to assist landowners with the cost of maintaining their working forests, 

farms, and natural areas. It should be noted that the Chapter 61 programs are only 

temporary land protection measures, and accordingly, enrolled properties are vulnerable to 

market pressures for development. With some exceptions, the Chapter 61 programs afford 

towns with a first refusal option that is triggered when a chapter parcel is converted to non-

chapter use while enrolled or within one year of program withdrawal. 

In Palmer, Chapter 61 program lands account for 14.7 percent of the Town. Among these 

lands, Chapter 61 comprises 26.9 percent, Chapter 61A comprises 54.8 percent, and Chapter 

61B comprises 8.3 percent (see Figure 2-5). 
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Table 2-2 Breakdown of Vacant Lands, 2019  

Land Use Acres 

% of Total Vacant 

Area % of Total Area 

Residential 4240.6 89.6% 21.4% 

 Developable Land 2704.4 57.1% 13.7% 

 Potentially Developable Land 341.4 7.2% 1.7% 

 Undevelopable Land 1194.8 25.2% 6.0% 

Commercial 312.9 6.6% 1.6% 

 Developable Land 222.2 4.7% 1.1% 

 Potentially Developable Land 26.5 0.6% 0.1% 

 Undevelopable Land 4.2 0.1% 0.0% 

 Agricultural Land (non-Chapter 61A) 60.0 1.3% 0.3% 

Industrial 181.6 3.8% 0.9% 

 Developable Land 32.7 0.7% 0.2% 

 Potentially Developable Land 137.6 2.9% 0.7% 

 Undevelopable Land 11.3 0.2% 0.1% 

Total  4735.1 100.0% 23.9% 

Source: Town of Palmer Assessors Division, 2019 Property Database 

Zoning Ordinance  

The Town of Palmerõs Zoning Ordinance, which was originally adopted in 1980 and 

significantly revised in 2000, generally aims to make the Town a more viable and more 

pleasing place to live, work, and play. Specific objectives include:  

ᴇ To lessen congestion in the streets 

ᴇ To conserve health  

ᴇ To secure safety from fire, flood, panic, and other dangers 

ᴇ To provide adequate light and air 

ᴇ To prevent overcrowding of land, to avoid undue concentration of population 

ᴇ To encourage housing for persons of all income levels 

ᴇ To facilitate the adequate provision of transportation, water supply, drainage, sewerage, 

schools, parks, open space and other public requirements 

ᴇ To conserve the value of land and buildings, including the conservation of natural 

resources and the prevention of blight and pollution of the environment  

ᴇ To encourage appropriate uses of land throughout the Town 

ᴇ To preserve and increase amenities 
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To accomplish these objectives, the Zoning Ordinance promulgates regulations, such as 

dimensional and density regulations (Article VI) and use regulations (Article VII). The Townõs 

Building Inspector, who is also the Zoning Enforcement Officer, is responsible for the 

administration and enforcement of these regulations.  

Palmer is divided into 13 zoning districts, including three residential districts, four mixed use 

districts, three commercial districts, and three industrial districts. They are as follows: 

ᴇ Rural Residential (RR) 

ᴇ Suburban Residential (SR) 

ᴇ Town Residential (TR) 

ᴇ Village Center District I ð Depot Village 

(VC I) 

ᴇ Village Center District II ð Three Rivers 

(VC II) 

ᴇ Village Center District III ð Bondsville 

(VC III) 

ᴇ Village Center District IV ð Thorndike 

(VC IV) 

ᴇ General Business (GB) 

ᴇ Highway Business (HB) 

ᴇ Neighborhood Business (NB) 

ᴇ Industrial A (IA) 

ᴇ Industrial B (IB) 

ᴇ Urban Renewal Industrial Park (URIP) 

As quantified in Figure 2-7 and illustrated in Figure 2-8, among the above districts, the RR 

District is by the far the most prevalent, accounting for 76.9 percent of the Town. As the RR 

District only allows single family housing on lots sized 60,000 square feet or more (with or 

without public water and sewer), this is both indicative of, and a contributor to the Townõs 

predominantly rural character. 

Figure 2 -7 Breakdown of Base Zoning Districts, 2019  

 
Source: Town of Palmer, 2019 
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Figure 2 -8 Zoning Dist ricts  
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Single family homes are also allowed by-right in the SR District (minimum lot size is 

30,000 square feet) and the TR District (minimum lot size is 20,000 to 30,000 square feet 

depending on the presence of public water and sewer). Meanwhile, two-, three-, and four-

family homes are only permitted within the TR District, with minimum lot areas of 

30,000 square feet for two-family homes and 60,000 square feet for three- or four-family 

homes. Townhouses/condominiums/or multi-family units are only allowed in the SR and TR 

Districts, unless they are for elderly housing. In that case, they are also allowed in the RR 

District. Minimum lot areas in any allowable district are 20,000 square feet per unit or family. 

Notably, accessory apartments for family members require a special permit and site plan 

approval. Meanwhile, accessory apartments for non-family members are not allowed in the 

RR District but can be built in the SR and TR Districts subject to a special permit and site 

plan approval. Also noteworthy is the fact that elderly housing in the form of multi-family 

units requires a special permit and site plan approval in all residential districts. 

As discovered during the development of this Master Planõs build-out analysis (see below), 

many parcels do not meet minimal dimensional requirements (e.g., minimum lot size, 

frontage, rear and side yard requirements). If these parcels do not have vested rights as 

allowed under Chapter 40A Section 6 of the General Laws of Massachusetts, Palmer has a 

number of permitting avenues for development and redevelopment of non-conforming 

parcels. If the improvements are relative to one or two family dwellings, the review would 

fall under the purview of the Zoning Board of Appeals who would make a finding of 

detriment. If the proposal is commercial in nature or involves complete demolition and 

reconstruction, the finding of detriment would be issued by the Planning Board. In certain 

statutory circumstances where grandfathered rights do not exist, their redevelopment would 

require a variance granted in accordance with the required variance procedures. 

As communicated during the stakeholder engagement process for this Master Plan, the 

existing parking requirements found within the Townõs Zoning Ordinance may require more 

parking than necessary. This encourages excessive pavements for development projects. 

The Townõs Planning and Economic Development Department has drafted a revision to 

these requirements, which would further require recommendation by the Planning Board 

and adoption by the Town Council.  

Village Center Districts  

As part of the Zoning Ordinanceõs overhaul in 2000, a prominent addition was village center 

zoning. The Townõs Village Center Districts are unique in that they concentrate denser 

development in areas that are served by public water and sewer and are proximate to 

amenities, such as shops and schools. These districts provide for mixed uses within one 

zone, including by promoting commercial (locally oriented retail, service, and office uses 

preferred) and residential uses in a single building (businesses on the ground floor with 

housing on the upper stories). Busier streets in these districts are afforded higher density 

allowances, attempting to avoid a strip commercial appearance. These districts are intended 

As part of this Master Planõs first community survey, when asked to identify common land 

use concerns most relevant to Palmer, 42 percent of respondents selected òoutdated 

zoning bylawsó and 21.4 percent selected òinadequate zoning/building code enforcement.ó 
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to support transit use, provide a buffer between busy streets and residential neighborhoods, 

and provide new housing opportunities.  

Dimensional requirements of the Village Center Districts promote a pedestrian-oriented 

environment with buildings close to and oriented to the sidewalk, especially at corners. 

However, these districts lack form-based zoning elements, such as street frontage/site 

configuration (e.g., building and parking lot location, building entry location), and 

architectural design guidelines (e.g., façade enhancements, ground level transparency), that 

would help achieve this intended environment. 

Overlay Districts  

In addition to these base districts, two overlay districts provide supplemental regulations 

and standards. They include the Water Supply Protection District and Floodplain District. 

The purpose of the Water Supply Protection District is to promote health, safety and welfare 

of the community by protecting and preserving the surface and groundwater resources of 

the Town and the region. The boundaries of this district include any areas lying within the 

primary and secondary recharge areas of groundwater aquifers and watershed areas of 

reservoirs that provide public water supply.  

The Floodplain District primarily includes all special flood hazard areas designated as Zone 

A, A1-30 on the Town of Palmer Flood Insurance Rate Map (FIRM), which includes areas of 

base flood elevation (BFE)ñalso referred to as the 1-percent annual chance flood or 100-

year flood. The purpose of the Floodplain District is to protect the public health and general 

welfare from the hazards of flooding, and to this end, uses within this overlay district need 

to meet additional requirements, including those of the State Building Code concerning 

construction within floodplains. It is important to note that, in consideration of a changing 

climate and associated future impacts, good practice in planning has been to also consider 

moderate flood hazard areas, i.e., areas between the 100-year flood and the 0.2-percent 

annual chance flood or 500-year flood. 

Transfer of Development Rights  

The Transfer Of Development Rights Ordinance provides for increased density of residential 

and commercial development in receiving districts, while suitable open space land is 

permanently preserved from development in sending districts. Sending districts are areas of 

the Town where developers sell the development rights to their land, while retaining all 

other rights, for a fair-market value. Receiving districts are areas where a purchased 

development right can be transferred, allowing for a greater density than what would 

normally be allowed through the underlying zoning. 

The Transfer Of Development Rights Ordinance has the following purposes:  

ᴇ To protect scenic and rural areas of the Town. 

ᴇ To protect property values and provide a fair economic return to property owners. 

ᴇ To foster compact development in areas served by public services and infrastructure. 

ᴇ To promote compact development, both residential and commercial, in areas that have 

been identified as potential suitable sites for both future development and infrastructure 

improvements. 
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ᴇ To promote the creation of traditional neighborhood developments with compact, 

pedestrian-friendly, predominantly residential areas on gridded streets. 

ᴇ To preserve the rural, historic, and agricultural character of the community by directing 

compact new development, both residential and commercial, to appropriate locations 

adjacent to existing urbanized centers. 

ᴇ To preserve the rural, historic, and agricultural character of the community by directing 

compact new commercial development to appropriate locations adjacent to major 

transit routes. 

Of note, the Transfer Of Development Rights Ordinance has not yet been utilized since its 

adoption in 2007. 

Open Space Residential Development 

Open space residential development refers to a variety of housing types clustered together 

and adjacent to permanently preserved open space. As stated in the Townõs Open Space 

Residential Development Ordinance, open space residential development is the Townõs 

preferred method of subdivision development wherever the following purposes would be 

served: 

ᴇ To allow for greater flexibility and creativity in the design of residential developments, 

provided that the overall density of the development is no greater than what is normally 

allowed in the district;  

ᴇ To encourage the permanent preservation of open space, agricultural lands, forest lands 

and other natural resources including aquifers, water bodies and wetlands, and historical 

and archaeological resources;  

ᴇ To encourage a less sprawling and more efficient form of development that consumes 

less open land and conforms to existing topography and natural features;  

ᴇ To maintain the traditional New England rural character and land use pattern in which 

small villages contrast with open space and farmlands;  

ᴇ To facilitate the construction of streets, utilities and public services in a more economical 

and efficient manner;  

ᴇ To ensure that residential developments respect the natural features of the land, 

including wetlands, watercourses, forests, prime agricultural land, steep slopes, plants, 

wildlife, historic sites, scenic views, and rural character;  

ᴇ To encourage development out of view from the road, and promote alternatives to strip 

residential development lining roadsides in the town; and 

ᴇ To provide wildlife corridors connecting open spaces, needed by wildlife to ensure its 

survival. 

Similar to the Transfer of Development Rights Ordinance, the Open Space Residential 

Development Ordinance has not yet been utilized since its adoption in 2007. This may be 

due to the requirement for a special permit, whereas traditional subdivision development is 

allowed by-right.  
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Transit Oriented Development  

Transit Oriented Development (TOD) is a fast-growing trend focused on building 

multimodal transportation options around high quality transit systems. TOD works to 

enhance existing pedestrian and bicycle networks and create new transportation 

connections to existing or proposed train stations in a variety of communities on both a 

local level and regional scale. Through these efforts TOD helps to limit suburban sprawl and 

provide access to local goods and services. The goal of TOD is to reduce the dependency 

on single-occupant vehicle usage, promote mobility across a variety of modes that will 

support transit, and provide opportunity for mixed-use developments near transit stops.  

As part of the Massachusetts Department of Transportationõs (MassDOTõs) East-West 

Passenger Rail Study (2021), and due in part to local advocacy, Palmer is being considered 

for a prospective passenger rail stop on a train line that would connect South Station in 

Boston to Union Station in Springfield. While a location has not been specifically identified, 

this section summarizes the TOD opportunities and challenges associated with a new train 

station in downtown Depot Village, in the general vicinity of Main Street where existing rail 

tracks intersect with Bridge Street. As stated in Towards a Passenger Station on the East-

West Massachusetts Train Line: The Case for Palmer (2019), downtown Depot Village òoffers 

a mix of attractive traditional buildings and pedestrian scale streetscapes that could be the 

building blocks for related transportation developments.ó  

A passenger rail station in downtown Depot Village, supported by the areaõs dense local 

roadway network, provides opportunities to enhance the existing pedestrian and bicycle 

network that would improve local and regional connectivity. With improved regional 

connectivity comes the opportunity for mixed-used development and downtown 

growth/improvements to accommodate the influx of potential commuters with local 

businesses and amenities. Economic buildup around the potential station would introduce 

new jobs to Palmer, which could attract new residents. Greater urbanization of Depot 

Village has the potential to expand existing public transit services available in Palmer (see 

Chapter 8, Transportation and Mobility). 

As part of early planning for a new train station, the Town commissioned the Palmer Transit 

Oriented Development Draft Conceptual Downtown Plan in 2017. This study, prepared by 

Fuss & OõNeill, looked at factors that would impact TOD in downtown Depot Village, such as 

available/ underutilized land, opportunities for increased densities, scale and character of 

the existing downtown fabric, and more. Sites in Depot Village considered as part of this 

study are shown in Figure 2-9. 

As reported in the 2017 study, some positive attributes and opportunities that would 

support TOD in Depot Village include lands available for structured and surface parking 

options, lands available for bus transit and bus staging, and the construction of pedestrian 

and car loops. On the other hand, notable challenges identified include underpasses that 

cannot accommodate buses and/or both two-way traffic and bicycle/pedestrian access; 

limited vacant land for supporting development; and inefficient block patterns and parking 

areas. 
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Still relevant next steps identified by the 2017 study include:  

ᴇ Secure a position as a reviewer on forthcoming state transportation plans. 

ᴇ Position Palmer for additional funding/study that can support the development and 

submittal of an Urban Redevelopment Plan per state statutes and a TOD plan that is 

supported by the community. 

ᴇ Seek available funding predicated on a plan. 

ᴇ Protect downtown from unwanted development form or uses, including through the use 

of short-term zoning controls and downtown guidelines tied to zoning approval. 

Related to the last bullet above, it was noted through the course of this Master Plan the 

potential importance of the Holbrook site at 1412-1416 Main Street. This site is currently 

owned by the Palmer Redevelopment Authority and could significantly support the Town in 

achieving its TOD objectives for downtown Depot Village.  

Figure 2-9 East-West Passenger Rail, Station Site Options in Depot Village  

 

Source: Fuss & OõNeill (2017)  

Build-Out Analysis 

Based on the vacant land uses identified through a review of the Town Assessors Divisionõs 

2019 property database (see Table 2-2) and the Townõs existing land use regulations, a 

build-out analysis was performed to determine Palmerõs new development potential. 

Informing this analysis were environmental constraints, which removed areas of potential 

build based on development difficulty (i.e., steep slopes [greater than 25 percent]), natural 

resource protection (i.e., wetlands [100-foot buffer] and rivers/streams [200-foot buffer]), 

open space protection (both permanent and temporary), and hazard avoidance (i.e., flood 
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hazard areas [1 percent and .2 percent]). Lands included in the build-out analysis are shown 

in Figure 2-10 by their underlying zoning district. 

Applying the number of allowable residential units per acre provided by the Townõs Zoning 

Ordinance, along with the Townõs average household size in 2020 (2.384), Palmer could 

potentially grow by as many as 2,973 new units and 7,197 new residents. This represents a 

high development scenario, where the maximum allowable units per acre are developed 

(e.g., four family homes built, where allowed, instead of a single family home).  

With respect to new commercial and industrial development, Palmer could see an 

additional 3.4 million square feet of new commercial space supporting 1,666 new 

employees, and an additional 112,000 square feet of new industrial space supporting 58 new 

employees. These values reflect the application of floor area ratio (FAR) values consistent 

with the Townõs dimensional requirements and assumed growth factors for number of 

employees per acre by development type.  

Table 2-3 presents the results of the build-out analysis performed for this Master Plan. It is 

important to note that the values provided in the table do not account for potential 

redevelopment opportunities (i.e., properties with buildings and/or are currently active but 

perhaps not meeting highest and best use). Accounting for such opportunities would 

increase the estimates of the analysis. These values also assume no constraints relative to 

public infrastructure (e.g., water and sewer).  

Table 2-3 Results of Palmerõs Build-Out Analysis  

Land Use Value 

Commercial 

New Commercial (Sq Ft) 3,422,956 

New Commercial (Employees) 1,666 

Industrial 

New Industrial (Sq Ft) 112,194 

New Industrial (Employees) 58 

Residential 

New Residential (Units) - High Scenario 2,973 

New Residential (Residents) - High Scenario 7,227 

New Residential (Units) - Low Scenario 1,074 

New Residential (Residents) - Low Scenario 2,567 

  

 

4   Esri. (2020). Current-year estimate of the population age 25 years or older who earned a bachelorõs, graduate or professional 

degree. 
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Figure 2 -10 Build -Out Analysis  
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Land Use Vision 

Based on public feedback obtained throughout the planning process for this Master Plan, as 

well as the results of the build-out analysis described above, a land use vision for the Town 

was developed. This vision was built around the following four core themes that are 

illustrated in Figure 2-11. 

ᴇ Targeted Growth ð Development occurring outside of the village centers should be 

focused in priority areas, such as:  

Á Lands east and west of Route 32, just south of the Ware town line (commercial and/or 

light industrial).  

Á The former casino site currently proposed for a large water park and sports complex, 

located west of Thorndike Street and south of Interstate 90 (commercial). 

Á Lands west of Thompson Street and south of Interstate 90 (open space residential 

development [i.e., a residential development in which a variety of housing types are 

clustered together, adjacent to permanently preserved open space]).  

ᴇ Corridor Development ð Heavily traveled roadways that have development potential 

(e.g., have access to water/sewer and are adjacent to existing corridor development) can 

serve to better connect the Townõs commercial nodes located in its village centers.  

Á Corridors identified for growth include portions of Route 32, particularly segments just 

north and south of its intersection with Interstate 90; Route 181; Thorndike, Springfield, 

Church, and High Streets; and the Main Streets extending out of the village centers. 

ᴇ Compact Development and Placemaking in the Village Centers ð Development and 

redevelopment opportunities for additional residential, retail-based commercial uses, 

and small-scale industrial uses exist within and immediately surrounding Palmerõs four 

village centers.  

Á New development within the village centers can help to define each of their unique 

characters (e.g., main street commercial and transit oriented development in Depot 

Village, arts and culture in Three Rivers, mill-based commercial and light industrial 

activities, including energy, in Thorndike; and recreation in Bondsville). 

Á Greater housing choice can be realized by expanding the Town Residential District 

around the village centers where connections to municipal water and sewer are 

presently feasible and not cost-prohibitive to the Town or would-be developers.  

ᴇ Preservation ð As much of the Town is comprised of natural areas, and as these natural 

areas provide many functions beneficial to humans (e.g., health and wellness through 

recreation and water filtration; hazard mitigation, such as flood storage and cooling 

during heat waves; and climate change mitigation through carbon sequestration) and to 

local wildlife (e.g., biodiversity conservation), the community seeks to preserve large 

swaths of existing undeveloped areas that are not already protected. These areas are 

primarily located in the eastern portions of the Town, as well as in the western portions 

north of Interstate 90, and to the north between Jim Ash Road and Emery Street. 
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Figure 2 -11 Future Land U se Vision 
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Goals and Recommended Actions 

Goal 1. Promote development patterns that are consistent with the overall 

vision of the Master Plan, as well as the Goals and recommended Actions 

of related elements (e.g., Housing, Economic Development, etc.).  

Land use is the fundamental element of the Master Plan, with changes made to 

land use policy and controls affecting other master plan elements.  

Recommended Actions 

1.1 Implement policies that position the Town to realize its future land use objectives, 

focusing on targeted growth, corridor development, compact development and 

placemaking in the village centers, and preservation. Refer to Figure 2-11. 

Targeted Growth  

1.1.1 Seek agreements with neighboring communities for the expansion of public 

infrastructure, namely water and sewer, to catalyze desired growth. In 

particular, continue previous efforts with the Town of Ware to expand 

infrastructure into Palmer to areas east and west of Route 32 and south of the 

Ware town line in support of new commercial and/or light industrial activities. 

1.1.2 Regularly identify cost-effective public infrastructure expansion opportunities, 

coinciding with desired future development projects, and adjust the Townõs 

Zoning Ordinance accordingly. 

¶ In doing so, ensure that the infrastructure to support desired growth is in 

place prior to completing any formal re-zoning. This will help limit 

undesirable interim activities (e.g., on-site industrial storage). 

Corridor Development  

Corridors identified for growth include por tions of Routes 32 and 181; Thorndike, 

Springfield, Church, and High Streets, and the Main Streets extending out of the 

Village Centers. 

1.1.3 To better connect the commercial nodes of the village centers, examine 

opportunities to revitalize or re-zone areas along the connecting corridors, 

such as through new overlay districts, to encourage appropriate development 

and redevelopment. 

1.1.4 Identify appropriate locations along Route 32, potentially including just north 

and south of its intersection with the Massachusetts Turnpike, which would 

support large-scale commercial mixed-use centers that would achieve local 

and regional growth opportunities (e.g., hotels, office parks, workforce 

housing, etc.). 
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Compact Development and Placemaking in the Village Centers  

1.1.5 Explore opportunities to expand the Town Residential Districts along areas 

currently served by municipal water and sewer, to provide increased 

development flexibility that can support greater housing choice. 

1.1.6 Explore augmenting the Village Center Districts with elements of form-based 

code. For example, street frontage/site configuration (e.g., building and 

parking lot location, building entry location), combined with architectural 

design guidelines (e.g., façade enhancements, ground level transparency).  

1.1.7 Prepare a comprehensive inventory of vacant and underutilized properties 

within the Village Center Districts and Town Residential District to understand 

and prioritize development and adaptive reuse/redevelopment opportunities.  

¶ Where properties are not considered buildable under the Townõs existing 

Zoning Ordinance, explore how to reduce barriers to development. 

1.1.8 Proactively prepare a Neighborhood Transit-Oriented Development Plan for 

the area around a preferred location for a new rail station associated with the 

East-West Passenger Rail Project. In doing so, ensure coordination and 

collaboration with the public residing in the neighborhood and the community 

at-large, as well as local landowners, private developers, and government 

stakeholders. This plan shall serve as a guide for future public and private 

investments.  

1.1.9 Explore the potential of creating a Mill Reuse Overlay District in Thorndike, 

which could incorporate both commercial and light industrial activities, as well 

as residential uses, to foster creativity in growth. 

¶ Explore the potential for designating and developing the area around the 

Thorndike Mill as an EcoDistrict ð essentially, a public-private innovation 

zone that prioritizes sustainability outcomes with focuses on equity, 

resilience, and climate protection. 

1.1.10 Build upon the existing hub of arts and culture in Three Rivers by reviewing 

the Townõs Zoning Ordinance to ensure artistic uses are properly defined and 

allowed, providing density bonuses to promote artist live/workspaces, and 

promoting creative re-uses of vacant buildings as cultural facilities or 

otherwise allow for temporary or permanent artistic showcases. 

1.1.11 Ensure land use controls within and applicable to Bondsville support and 

promote the villageõs recreational assets and enable synergetic development.  

Preservation 

For actions related to the preservation of lands, particularly along the eastern areas of town, 

see LU 2.1 and NR Goal 1. These actions address topics such as expanding conservation 

lands, the stateõs Chapter 61 program, and balancing open space preservation with 

development at the project level.  
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1.2 Through a review and revision of the Townõs Zoning Ordinance, enable the 

development of smaller home typologies (e.g., tiny homes, microunits), where 

appropriate. 

1.3 Enable and encourage small-scale modern manufacturing and creative industrial 

activities (e.g., local food production and packaging, artisan production, brewpubs, 

distilleries, etc.) in non-industrial zones. These activities typically do not generate 

negative externalities (e.g., loud noises and odors). 

1.4 Conduct a comprehensive review of the Townõs zoning and other land use controls to 

ensure they properly address considerations of climate change. 

Goal 2. Ensure existing land use controls are meeting their intended 

purposes, and where not, make appropriate adjustments.  

Well intentioned land use controls, inclusive of incentives, may not be 

understood and/or used by the development community, or may have 

unintended consequences. Those regulations falling short of expectations may 

require revision or replacement for the Town to achieve their original intentions, 

as still relevant.  

Recommended Actions 

2.1 Review the provisions of Transfer of Development Rights and Open Space Residential 

Development in the Townõs Zoning Ordinance for enhancement opportunities. Refer to 

other communities where similar provisions have been successful. Such benchmarking 

should consider the best practices employed in executing these provisions as well as 

communicating their merits and benefits to the development community. 

¶ Considerations for this review include, but may not be limited to, whether the 

provisions are too restrictive, (e.g., where special permitting may be required), 

whether they are undermined by other zoning provisions and processes (e.g., 

where extra density is available through the use of variances, such that the 

purchase of development rights is deemed unfavorable or unnecessary), and 

whether they are supported or limited by external factors (e.g., where public 

infrastructure within receiving areas of transferrable development rights are 

capable/incapable of accommodating increased densities).  

2.2 Conduct a comprehensive review of, and revision if necessary, the Townõs Zoning 

Ordinance focused on the criteria of consistency and clarity. 

¶ As part of broader community engagement in this evaluation, include existing and 

would-be developers to gain their unique perspectives. 

2.3 In coordination with ED4.4, prepare a òZoning 101ó guidebook that clearly lays out the 

Townõs land use controls and processes. This guidebook should be readily available to 

the public and shared with potential developers. It can also be used as a reference by 

other Town departments, boards, and committees to ensure consistency in messaging, 

policies, and programs. 
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2.4 Evaluate the Townõs Zoning Ordinance to identify opportunities to make project 

permitting more efficient. For example, by removing special permit requirements for 

specific uses (e.g., accessory apartments for non-family members) and/or by 

streamlining the special permit and site plan approval processes. 
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3 Housing  

The general lack of local housing production in Massachusetts has contributed to the low 

availability, which has led to increased housing costs in the form of higher rents and home 

prices. As a consequence, many households are forced to spend less on essentials (e.g., 

food, health care) and in local and regional economies more generally. Further, high 

housing costs have the unintended consequence of promoting sprawl, as households seek 

more affordable options away from densely populated areas, generating adverse 

environmental effects (e.g., development of natural areas, higher emissions from long 

commutes).  

Communities play an important role in the production of housing, though this role is 

challenged by the need to create enough homes at all prices levels that also accommodate 

the diverse needs of their residents (e.g., aging populations). Further, communities are faced 

with various constraints, such as the lack of adequate infrastructure. Some of these 

constraints may be self-imposed. For instance, local governments in Massachusetts have 

òhome ruleó authority, which enables them to enact zoning bylaws that often dictate where 

and what types of housing can be developed. In many cases, such bylaws promote large 

single family units that cannot be afforded by lower- or even middle-income households. 

Importantly, housing production should not be thought of in the limited terms of supply 

and demand. The production of housing can be leveraged for improved economic 

conditions through increased tax revenue and opportunities for economic development, 

particularly if located near local business districts. It can also be leveraged to address 

inequality in terms of increasing access to housing and attracting high paying jobs.  

This Housing Element presents an assessment of the Town of Palmerõs housing stock in 

consideration of population and household characteristics, as well as its age, condition, and 

cost. Specific needs of different population groups are also addressed. Data found within 

this Element primarily derives from the U.S. Census and Esri, as well as the Massachusetts 
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Housing Data Portal (www.housing.ma) maintained by the Metropolitan Area Planning 

Council.  

Baseline Conditions Analyses 

Planning for Housing in Palmer  

Planning for housing takes place at all levels of government. In Palmer, the key players 

locally are the Community Development Department and the Palmer Housing Authority. 

The Community Development Department seeks to revitalize Palmer by meeting the 

housing and service needs of the low-and moderate-income population, building and 

repairing infrastructure vital to the health and safety of the residents, and supporting 

business development and retention. This is accomplished with funding from a wide variety 

of sources, almost three quarters of which comes through Community Development Block 

Grants provided by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. Notably, the 

Palmer Housing Authority has been largely inactive for several years. 

Municipalities in Massachusetts have the ability to prepare a Housing Production Plan 

through M.G.L. Chapter 40B, as facilitated by the Department of Housing and Community 

Development. This allows towns to establish a strategy for meeting core goals and 

objectives in relation to affordable housing. Palmer does not have a current Housing 

Production Plan, though the Community Development Department is currently pursuing 

funding to complete one. 

In addition to not having a Housing Production Plan, the Town does not have an affordable 

housing trust. Affordable housing trusts provide municipalities with a mechanism to buy, 

sell, and transfer real property, personal property, and money, all to the end of achieving 

locally defined affordable housing goals and objectives. 

It is understood that there are also many agencies at the regional, state, and federal levels 

with influence over residential development. The following non-local agencies have/can 

have an impact on the housing market in Palmer: 

ᴇ Pioneer Valley Planning Commission , the regional planning commission that also 

provides low- and no-interest loans to make modifications to the homes of elders, adults 

with disabilities, and families with children with physical and/or cognitive disabilities.  

ᴇ MassHousing, a quasi-public agency charged with providing financing for affordable 

housing throughout  Massachusetts. 

ᴇ Massachusetts Housing Partnership , a statewide public non-profit organization that 

supports and finances affordable housing. 

ᴇ Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development , a state agency 

that provides affordable housing options, financial assistance, and other support to 

Massachusetts communities. 

ᴇ U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development , administers Federal aid to local 

housing agencies (HAs) that manage the housing for low-income. 

http://www.housing.ma/
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The Town, with assistance from its partners, has most clearly articulated its housing strategy 

in its Community Plan prepared by the Pioneer Valley Planning Commission in 2015 and in 

the Community Development Strategy prepared by the Town in 2018. The Community Plan 

features goals and objectives, some of which still resonate, while others have become less 

relevant due to changing socioeconomic conditions. The Community Development Strategy 

highlights the need for safe, high-quality affordable housing, emphasizing the connections 

between the housing market and economic development. 

Palmerõs Demographic Conditions 

Demographic shifts in a community can affect the needs of and demand for housing. To 

assess these effects on Palmer, it is critical to understand the Townõs unique demographic 

conditions. The following sections provide an overview of the Townõs population and 

household characteristics.  

Population and Households  

The population of Palmer has been growing at a relatively slow pace over the last decade. 

Based on data provided by Esri, from 2010 to 2020, the Townõs population grew by only 

347 persons or 2.9 percent. Similarly, the number of households in Town grew by just 

2.5 percent over the 10-year period, from 5,097 to 5,223. Looking out through 2025, the 

Townõs population is estimated to grow by 0.16 percent annually, while its households are 

estimated to increase at a slightly lower rate of 0.13 percent per year. For comparison 

purposes, the annual growth rates from 2020 to 2025 for the populations of Hampden 

County and the State of Massachusetts are estimated at 0.14 percent and 0.55 percent, 

respectively, and the annual growth rates for the number of households in the County and 

the State are estimated at 0.1 percent and 0.54 percent, respectively. Figures 3-1 and 

3-2 illustrate the historical and projected changes in Palmerõs population and households 

between 2010 and 2025.  

Figure 3-1 Changes in Palmerõs Population , 2010-2025 

 
Source: Esri 
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Figure 3-2 Changes in Palmerõs Households, 2010-2025 

 
Source: Esri 

Tables 3-1 and 3-2 present the Townõs historical population and household statistics in 

comparison to neighboring communities. Notably, increases in population and households 

are most prevalent in the Towns of Belchertown, Brimfield, and Warren. In contrast, the 

Town of Monson has seen the slowest growth in population and households amongst the 

comparison communities, with annual declines expected between 2020 and 2025. 

Table 3-1 Population ñCommunity Comparison, 2010 -2020 

Town 

2010 

Population 

2020 

Population 

2010-2020 Population 

Change (%) 

2025 

Population 

2020-2025 Annual 

Growth Rate (%) 

Palmer 12,141 12,488 2.9% 12,586 0.16 

Ludlow 21,139 22,175 4.9% 22,538 0.33 

Belchertown 14,697 15,738 7.1% 16,132 0.5 

Ware 9,868 10,013 1.5% 10,061 0.1 

Warren 5,144 5,494 6.8% 5,637 0.52 

Brimfield 3,626 3,863 6.5% 3,947 0.43 

Monson 8,539 8,557 0.2% 8,549 -0.02 

Wilbraham 14,259 14,749 3.4% 14,903 0.21 

Source: Esri 
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Table 3-2 HouseholdsñCommunity Comparison, 2010 -2020 

Town 

2010 

Households 

2020 

Households 

2010-2020 Households 

Change (%) 

2025 

Households 

2020-2025 Annual 

Growth Rate (%) 

Palmer 5,097 5,223 2.5% 5,258 0.13 

Ludlow 8,097 8,475 4.7% 8,609 0.31 

Belchertown 5,613 5,949 6.0% 6,073 0.41 

Ware 4,121 4,144 0.6% 4,152 0.04 

Warren 2,025 2,152 6.3% 2,204 0.48 

Brimfield 1,435 1,523 6.1% 1,554 0.4 

Monson 3,270 3,265 -0.2% 3,257 -0.05 

Wilbraham 5,325 5,496 3.2% 5,555 0.21 

Source: Esri 

As growth in the number of households in Palmer is trailing that of its population, the 

Townõs average household size has been increasing, if only slightly. According to the U.S. 

Census and Esri, between 2010 and 2020, the average household size in Palmer increased 

from 2.37 to 2.38 persons. This compares to the current average household size in the 

County at 2.49 persons and the State at 2.48 persons.  

Typically, increases in average household size translates to a reduced demand for housing, 

resulting in less residential construction. This condition is compounded by Palmerõs slow 

population growth. However, there are a number of economic and demographic factors at 

play that result in the need for on-going adjustments to Palmerõs housing supply. For 

example, the Town has an older population. According to the U.S. Census and Esri, the 

median age in Palmer has increased from 42.1 in 2010 to 44.4 in 2020, and this value is 

expected to increase further to 44.5 in 2025. As shown in Figure 3-3, the Townõs median age 

has exceeded and is expected to exceed the median age in the County and the State in 

2010, 2020, and 2025.  

Figure 3 -3 Median Age in Palmer, Hampden County, and Massachusetts; 2010, 2020, and 2025  

 
Source: U.S. Census (2010), Esri (2020, 2025) 
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Further underlining the trend of an aging population in Palmer is the composition of 

persons 65 years or older relative to the total population. According to Esri, the senior 

population in the Town is expected to rise from 18.8 percent in 2020 to 22.1 percent in 2025. 

For reference, the senior populations in the County and the State are expected to comprise 

20.3 percent and 19.9 percent of the relative total populations in 2025, respectively. The 

increasing prevalence of seniors will have a meaningful impact on housing needs, including 

housing type and residential services typically associated with assisted living facilities.  

As another example of the need for on-going adjustments to Palmerõs housing supply, the 

Town has a relatively low-income population. According to Esri, in 2020, the median 

household income in Palmer was $57,479 and its per capita income was $32,745. Though 

higher than the values in the County (median household income = $53,682 and per capita 

income = $30,135), they are substantially lower than the State (median household income = 

$80,643 and per capita income = $44,587). Further, according to the latest American 

Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), 10.7 percent of households in Palmer are 

below the poverty level. These factors contribute to a strong need for high-quality 

affordable housing. Emphasis is placed on òhigh-qualityó because housing units in poor 

condition can have higher maintenance and utility costs.  

Palmerõs Housing Stock  

Based on data provided by Esri, Palmer had 5,614 housing units as of 2020. This represents 

an increase of only 1.5 percent since 2010. Amongst the 2020 housing unit total, 

63.6 percent were owner occupied and 36.4 percent were renter occupied. Rental 

occupancy in the Town trails that of Hampden County (40.8 percent) and Massachusetts 

(39.3 percent). A shortage of rental units makes it difficult for younger professionals and 

families to reside in Palmer, given that rental housing often plays the role of òentry housingó 

for such householders. 

According to the latest American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), among 

the Townõs housing units, 9.2 percent were vacant, and 10.8 percent of vacant units were 

available for rent. This represents an overall increase from 2010, when 7.9 percent of 

housing units in the Town were vacant, but a substantial decline in vacant units available for 

rent; 34.6 percent of vacant units were available for rent in 2010. Vacant units can have an 

adverse impact on property values, and can also contribute to increased blight and crime.  

The Pioneer Valley region, including the Town of Palmer, has a prevalence of older housing 

units. According to the latest American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), the 

median year of construction for the housing units in the Town (1962) is slightly newer  than 

the County (1957) and the State (1961). Figure 3-4 illustrates the distribution of the housing 

units by year built in Palmer, Hampden County, and Massachusetts. Relative to the County 

and the State, Palmer has a higher percentage of units built before 1939 (33.4 percent), and 

a lower percentage built after the year 2000 (8.1 percent). 

In many cases, Palmerõs housing stock shows its age. Quality of housing has a significant 

impact on the local economy. As housing ages and shows visible signs of disrepair, itõs value 

is adversely affected, as is the value of the surrounding residential properties.  
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Figure 3-4 Distribution of Palmerõs Housing Stock by Year Built 

 

Source: 2015-2019 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2019) 

Palmer has witnessed a steady decrease in median home values in recent years, a trend that 

must be reversed as the economy continues to recover from the Great Recession. To 

reverse this trend, the Town should continue to run programs like the successful Palmer 

Housing Improvement Program, a Housing Rehabilitation Program that supports renovation 

and remodeling work on existing residences in Depot Village and Three Rivers. In 2020, the 

median home value in Palmer was $212,336, compared to $228,215 in the County and 

$414,992 in the State. Though housing in Palmer is relatively inexpensive, as mentioned, 

poor housing conditions can increase maintenance and operational costs.  

According to the latest American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2015-2019), as shown 

in Figure 3-5, 63.9 percent of the housing units in Palmer are single-family units ð either 

detached or attached. This is higher than the countywide and statewide rates of 

59.3 percent and 57.4 percent, respectively. Two-unit structures and three or four unit 

structures comprise 13.4 percent and 8.5 percent of the Townõs housing stock, respectively, 

with multifamily structures of five or more units representing just 9.3 percent. Multifamily 

structures in the County and the State represent 18.4 percent and 21.2 percent of the 

relative housing totals, respectively. 
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When asked how important a variety of housing types were to fulfill the Townõs housing 

needs, most (85.7 percent) felt òdetached single-family homesó were òvery importantó or 

òimportant.ó Other popular choices included òduplexesó (59.7 percent) and òtownhomesó 

(51.7 percent).  
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Figure 3-5 Palmerõs Housing Stock by Number of Housing Units in Structure, 2020 

 
Source: 2015-2019 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates (2019) 

With a housing stock so heavily weighted toward single-family structures, options are 

limited for those who desire to rent or own smaller units, efficiency units, or more affordable 

options. These populations typically include many younger professionals and families, 

lower-income households, and seniors.  

Planner and designer Daniel Parolek published Missing Middle Housing: Thinking Big and 

Building Small to Respond to Todayõs Housing Crisis in 2020, which presents his vision of 

bringing back the nationõs òmissing middle housing.ó He coined this term back in 2010, but it 

is applied broadly to medium-density housing the preserves local character while allowing 

for more affordable and diverse housing products, including duplexes, triplexes, courtyard 
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buildings, cottage courts, townhouses, multiplexes, and live-work units. These types of 

housing can act as a buffer zone between single-family units and a commercial district, 

corridor, or transit hub. Some of these unit types can also be designed to look like single-

family homes, so as not to disrupt the look and feel of the community. Further, accessory 

dwelling units, already permissible to a degree in residential zones per Palmerõs current 

Zoning Ordinance (subject to Special Permit and Site Plan Approval), can be introduced into 

a suburban area without negatively impacting the rural-suburban experience.  

Multifamily residential development opportunities are limited in Palmer. There are many 

undeveloped parcels that are zoned residential; however, they are almost all zoned Rural 

Residential or Suburban Residential, which according to the Townõs Zoning Ordinance are 

òintended to create, maintain and promote single-dwelling neighborhoods.ó Parcels falling 

within the Town Residential district, which is òintended to provide opportunities for multi-

dwelling housing,ó are almost all built out. 

Infrastructure is also a limiting factor for multifamily developments. The Townõs sanitary 

sewer system, storm drainage system, and roads and sidewalks are inadequate and would 

need to be expanded. As identified in the 2018 Community Development Strategy, 

upgrading substandard infrastructure is one of the Townõs greatest needs.  

Housing Costs 

Generally speaking, the more money that households spend on housing costs, the less they 

have to spend on other key essentials of living, and the less they have to circulate in the 

local economy and support local commercial establishments. As mentioned, however, 

housing in Palmer is relatively affordable, with median home values nearly 49 percent lower 

than in the State. Further, median gross rent in Palmer ($962) is nearly 25 percent lower 

than in the State ($1,282).  

Based on data from the 2010 Census and the latest American Community Survey 5-Year 

Estimates (2015-2019), homeowners in Palmer paying mortgages each month have not 

suffered from significant growth in housing costs. Although their monthly housing costs are 

higher than renters or owners without mortgages at $1,599 (2019), this value has only 

increased by 1 percent since 2010. Owners without mortgages and renter households, 

however, have seen notable increases in monthly costs at 16.3 percent and 33.1 percent, 

respectively.  

Cost Burden 

In order to understand the need for affordable housing, it is helpful to frame the data in the 

same terms used by federal agencies. One such measure is whether a household is cost-

burdened. U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Developmentõs definition holds that a 

household is cost-burdened if housing costs are greater than 30 percent of the household 

income. Additionally, if a household pays at least 50 percent of its income, it is considered 

to be severely cost-burdened.  

According to data obtained from the Massachusetts Housing Data Portal, 33.7 percent of 

households in Palmer are cost burdened and 15.4 percent are severely cost burdened. 

Comparatively, in the State, 29 percent of households are cost burdened, and 14 percent 

are severely cost burdened. A general rule of thumb is that if a community has 30 percent 
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or more of households that are cost burdened, then that community has an affordable 

housing shortage.5   

Cost burden status is typically more prevalent among renters and low-income households. 

By tenure, 47.7 percent of renter households in Palmer are cost burdened and 27 percent 

are severely cost burdened. This compares to just 28 percent of owner households that are 

cost burdened and 10.7 percent that are severely cost burdened. Statewide, 47 percent of 

renter households are cost burdened, and 23 percent are severely cost burdened, while just 

31 percent of owner households are cost burdened, and 12 percent are severely cost 

burdened. 

In terms of low-income status, roughly 80 percent of households in Palmer making less than 

30 percent of Area Median Income (AMI) are cost burdened, a similar level to the State at 

81 percent. Figure 3-6 breaks down cost burden status by income in Palmer and 

Massachusetts. 

Figure 3-6 Cost Burden Status by Income  in Palmer and Massachusetts  

 

Source: Massachusetts Housing Data Portal (2012) 

Notably in the Town, 18.9 percent of elderly family households, 46 percent of elderly non-

family households, and 50.6 percent of large family households are cost burdened.  

Taxes 

One of the contributing factors to housing costs are local taxes. For the 2021 fiscal year (FY), 

the property tax rate in Palmer was $21.12 per thousand in value. This rate ranks Palmer as 

the 13th highest residential tax rate in the State, though it represents a decline from $21.22 in 

FY2020. In addition to the basic rate, the FY2021 Fire District tax rates are: $1.51 (Palmer), 

 

5  MAPC. (2020). òBasic Housing Needs Assessment for Palmer, MA.ó Retrieved May 25, 2021, from 

http://www.housing.ma/palmer/report  
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$2.16 (Three Rivers), $2.55 (Bondsville), and $2.50 (Thorndike). Palmer has a tax structure 

wherein residential and commercial properties are charged the same rates.  

Affordable Housing  

The Massachusetts Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) is an inventory of housing units that 

are affordable to households who earn no more than 80 percent of AMI. As of the most 

recent update to the SHI (December 2020), Palmer had 266 subsidized units, or 

approximately 4.8 percent of its overall housing inventory, including rental and ownership 

units built with assistance from MassHousing, the Massachusetts Department of Housing 

and Community Development, and the Massachusetts Department of Developmental 

Services. This is less than half of the 10 percent measure that the Department of Housing 

and Community Development encourages through M.G.L. Chapter 40B ð and many of these 

units are set to expire in the coming years. Table 3-3 lists and describes the subsidized 

housing projects in Palmer. 

Table 3-3 Palmerõs Subsidized Housing Inventory, 2020 

DHCD ID # Project Name Address Type Total SHI Units 

Affordability 

Expiration 

2365 Laurel Manor Fletcher St. Rental 48 In Perpetuity 

2366 Kirkwood Place 4216 Main Street Rental 27 2023 

2368 Palmer Green Estates Beacon Drive Rental 156 2046 

2369 
Palmer Neighborhood 

Homes 

Hillside Drive 
Rental 

4 2021 

4413 DDS Group Homes N/A Rental 28 N/A 

8712 Crystal Lake Village Off Fuller Road Ownership 3 In Perpetuity 

Source: Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development (2020) 

Notably, there are currently no provisions in the Townõs Zoning Ordinance that require 

affordable units to be included in multifamily residential developments.  

Senior Housing  

According to the Urban Institute, the number of Americans aged 65 and older will more 

than double from 2000 levels over the next 40 years nationwide.6 This will have a profound 

impact on housing throughout the country, and certainly in a place like Palmer, where the 

 

6  Urban Institute. (2004). òProgram on Retirement Policy.ó Retrieved May 21, 2021, from https://www.urban.org/policy -

centers/cross-center-initiatives/program -retirement -policy/proj ects/data-warehouse/what-future-holds/us-population -aging  

As part of the Master Planõs first community survey, 44.2 percent of participants identified 

òaffordabilityó as a quality that makes Palmer a great place to live. However, 64.26 

percent noted that affordability is òvery challengingó or òsomewhat challengingó to 

improving quality of life in Town.  

https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/program-retirement-policy/projects/data-warehouse/what-future-holds/us-population-aging
https://www.urban.org/policy-centers/cross-center-initiatives/program-retirement-policy/projects/data-warehouse/what-future-holds/us-population-aging
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senior population is high relative to its region and state and is expected to continue to 

increase. 

Seniors have a specific set of housing needs, and frequently require Assisted Living options. 

Assisted Living can be broken down into categories by level of care, ranging from 

residential living and skilled nursing centers to fully equipped medical facilities. An example 

of Assisted Living in Palmer is the Palmer Healthcare Center on Shearer Street in Depot 

Village.  

The Town needs to ensure that its housing stock provides the right mix to accommodate its 

growing senior population. To fulfill senior housing needs, communities in Massachusetts 

have looked to develop age restricted housing, where units are targeted to specific age 

groups (e.g., 55 or 62 years and older). Often, these units are subsidized or qualify for an 

individual tax credit. Currently, the only residential developments in Palmer with age 

restrictions are Palmer Green Estates and Kirkwood Place. 

In an effort to expand age restricted senior housing in Palmer, the Townõs Zoning Ordinance 

allows for Planned Senior Housing Developments. This provision is intended to serve the 

55 and older population, and can include single-family detached units, townhouses, 

condominiums, and multifamily buildings (not to exceed four units per building). Planned 

Senior Housing Developments are subject to Special Permit and Site Plan Approval. 

Goals and Recommended Actions 

Goal 1. Increase the Townõs housing affordability.  

Take steps to make housing more affordable in Palmer, which is essential to 

accommodating the communityõs diverse residential base and attracting new 

residents such as young professionals and families. 

Recommended Actions 

1.1 Complete and regularly update a Housing Production Plan to identify housing needs in 

a targeted way and articulate specific actions, roles, and responsibilities for addressing 

each need. As part of this plan, attempt to understand the unique aspects of housing 

in Palmerõs four villages to inform land use, zoning regulations, and housing policies, 

as well as to provide for the efficient and effective allocation of resources. 

1.2 Re-energize the Palmer Housing Authority, which has been largely inactive over the 

past few years. This should include revisiting the rules and regulations of the Authority 

and providing formal training sessions for board members and staff, as well as 

exploring an expansion of its programming ð particularly in the area of social services. 

1.3 In coordination with the Housing Production Plan, evaluate the need to create a 

òFriendly 40Bó policy that would encourage the pursuit and promotion of low- and 

moderate-income housing that qualify under the stateõs regulatory requirements. 
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1.4 Through a grassroots, community-led effort, seek the passage and adoption of the 

Community Preservation Act. This would provide necessary funding for expanding 

community housing locally.  

1.4.1 In partnership with the community, and leveraging the Community 

Preservation Coalition program, craft and disseminate (e.g., through the U.S. 

Post Officeõs Every Door Direct Mail program) educational materials that 

explain the value of affordable housing with respect to its economic (e.g., 

increased spending power, job creation, higher taxes and other local 

government revenue) and social benefits (e.g., healthier child development, 

improved quality of life). 

1.5 Explore the formation of a municipal housing trust, which would allow Palmer to 

collect and segregate funds for affordable housing and use these funds for local 

affordable housing initiatives. Funds for the trust may derive from the Community 

Preservation Act, if passed and adopted by the Town, along with the Townõs general 

fund, tax title sales, and negotiated developer fees, among other sources. 

1.6 Conduct targeted outreach to educate the community on affordable housing, 

engaging them in constructive dialogues, providing evidence of the widespread 

benefits of affordable housing, and showcasing design options within the context of 

Palmerõs aesthetic characteristics.  

1.7 Create new programs or expand program relationships with partners (e.g., Way 

Finders, Valley Opportunity Council) to provide greater financial assistance to existing 

homeowners and potential home buyers in Palmer. Such programs may include, but 

are not limited to, down payment and closing cost assistance, lease-purchase 

programs, no-interest loans, financial literacy and mortgage counseling. 

Goal 2. Create greater housing choice within Palmer with a focus in and 

around the Townõs Village Centers.  

Similar to increasing housing affordability, diversifying Palmerõs housing stock is 

essential to accommodating and attracting a broad residential base. Focusing in 

and around the Village Centers, with consideration paid to their historic 

characters, is likely to generate synergistic benefits with respect to economic 

development, the conservation of fiscal resources, the protection of 

environmental resources, and public health. 

Recommended Actions 

2.1 Identify and work to eliminate or minimize barriers to non single-family residential 

development where currently allowed by the Townõs Zoning Ordinance ð particularly in 

the Village Centers ð through a review of the Townõs dimensional and density and use 

regulations along with associated approval processes. Engage property owners and 

would-be developers as part of this process. 

2.2 Identify key opportunity sites for non single-family residential development projects, 

considering underlying land use and zoning regulations, water and sewer 

infrastructure, hazard potential, and proximity to the mixed-use, pedestrian-friendly 
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Village Centers. Note that the availability of vacant parcels is extremely limited in the 

Town Residential District, which may present the need for strategic rezoning. 

2.3 Understand the barriers to and incentivize the creative re-use of older, underutilized 

properties ð for example, converting unused commercial space into housing or 

converting older single-family homes into multifamily buildings. Look to local success 

stories such as the former St. Maryõs Episcopal Church on Main Street in Thorndike.  

2.4 Understand the barriers to and incentivize (e.g., through items such as density 

bonuses) the development of a range of smaller housing types to accommodate the 

demand for such units (e.g., from young professionals, young families, and seniors), 

which is expected to continue to increase as the average household size continues to 

decline. 

2.5 Establish and maintain relationships with private developers that are experienced in 

developing senior care facilities (e.g., residential living, skilled nursing centers, fully-

equipped medical facilities) for the purpose of bringing these facilities to Palmer. This 

action can be coordinated with ED 4.1. 

2.6 In coordination with ED 3.4, promote the creative design of housing types that 

complement and meet the needs of Palmerõs neighborhoods. 

Goal 3. Preserve and improve the existing housing stock.  

Look to increase home values in Palmer, while creating more attractive and 

healthier neighborhoods.  

Recommended Actions 

3.1 Continue the Blight and Abandoned Property Reduction Initiative, which was designed 

to identify blighted and abandoned properties and enable the Town to work with 

property owners and the community on their clean up. Regularly evaluate the 

performance of this initiative and publicize its success stories. This action should be 

coordinated with ED 3.3.  

3.2 Encourage the development of neighborhood groups and associations that would not 

only foster a sense of community, but could also supplement the Townõs efforts to 

improve the look and feel of neighborhoods. As part of this effort, assess the potential 

for more localized Community Development Corporations. 

3.3 Evaluate existing housing improvement programsñboth educational and financialñto 

assess if they are funded adequately, marketed broadly, and are being used effectively, 

or if they need to be supplemented with additional programming (e.g., targeted 

programs for seniors). Engage partners including non-profits, lenders, and businesses 

where needed.  

3.4 Evaluate the Townõs allocation of Community Development Block Grant funds, and 

dedicate a fair portion of such funds to housing rehabilitation projects (and affordable 

housing production) and promote awareness around program availability. 
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4 Economic Development  

Economic development involves strategic planning, coordinated between municipal and 

regional governments and quasi-governmental organizations, businesses, and the 

community to stimulate investment that enables sustainable economic growth in the long-

term. In order to define the best economic development strategy for the Town of Palmer, it 

is critical to develop an understanding of its baseline economic and demographic 

conditions.  

This Economic Development Element presents an assessment of the Townõs regional 

context, followed by a high-level summary of local conditions relating to population, 

income, education, employment, businesses, tax policy, and economic development 

resources. 

Baseline Conditions  Analysis 

Regional Context  

The Pioneer Valley Region is in the midwestern section of Massachusetts at the òcrossroads 

of New Englandó (i.e., the interchange of the Interstate 90 [Massachusetts Turnpike or 

MassPike] and Interstate 91). It benefits from proximity to Bradley International Airport 

(presently the second-largest airport in New England by annual passenger traffic)7 and is 

crossed by many dormant and active freight and passenger rail lines.  

 

7  Bradley International Airport. (2019). òBradley International Airport Marks Six Years of Consecutive Passenger Growth.ó Retrieved 

01 September 2020, from https://bradleyairport.com/2019/02/27/bradley -international -airport -marks-six-years-of-consecutive-

passenger-growth -2/  

https://bradleyairport.com/2019/02/27/bradley-international-airport-marks-six-years-of-consecutive-passenger-growth-2/
https://bradleyairport.com/2019/02/27/bradley-international-airport-marks-six-years-of-consecutive-passenger-growth-2/
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The Pioneer Valley Planning Commission (PVPC) represents 43 cities and towns, including 

the Town of Palmer.8 The research that PVPC performs each year on regional economic 

conditions, including industry trends, educational resources, and workforce training, is useful 

in identifying the regionõs key strengths and weaknesses.  

In 2019, PVPC prepared the most recent annual 

Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy 

(CEDS) report, which serves as a blueprint for 

economic growth in the region, outlining long-

term goals and strategies focused on: talent, 

business development, infrastructure, and 

collaboration and engagement.9 It notes that òthe 

Pioneer Valley has recovered from the [2008] 

recession, is seeing renewed public and private 

investment, and has a positive economic outlook.ó 

Further, the region has seen decreases in 

unemployment since the recession, similar to state 

and national trends.  

Some issues persist, however, including a rising 

overall trend of net out-migration, and, in many 

cases, the lack of support infrastructure for 

workers (i.e., transit, childcare, and affordable 

housing). Additionally, poverty rates in the region 

have increased from 13.4 percent in 2000 to 16.3 percent in 2017. The 2017 rate is far higher 

that the statewide rate of 11.1 percent. Conditions of poverty are exacerbated by race, as the 

poverty rate is 28.7 percent in the Hispanic and Latino community and 22.7 percent among 

Black residents. Meanwhile, the poverty rate amongst White residents is only 9.3 percent. 

The PVPC region is also challenged by low population growth, deteriorating physical 

infrastructure including roads and bridges, and an increasingly limited supply of òshovel-

readyó industrial parcels.  

In response to these challenges, PVPC has developed a number of strategies to move the 

region forward into the new decade. Chief among them is to advocate for expanded 

passenger rail service. PVPC is working with cities and towns and the state to activate the 

rail lines running both north-south and east-west. This would enable the region to become 

more closely connected to Boston, New London, Connecticut, Vermont, Springfield, and 

many other destinations.  

Additionally, PVPC is working to strengthen the regionõs network of business and 

employment support resources. This network includes partnerships between businesses and 

schools that promote career exploration for youth. It also includes agencies and civic 

organizations that provide technical and financial assistance to small businesses. PVPC is 

 

8  PVPC. (2020). òWhat is the Pioneer Valley Planning Commission?ó Retrieved 01 September 2020, from http://www.pvpc.org/about   

9  PVPC. (2019). The Pioneer Valleyõs Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS): 2019-2024. Retrieved 01 September 

2020, from http://www.pvpc.org/sites/default/files/FINAL%202019%20CEDS%20Report%20web%20optimized.pdf  

Comprehensive Economic Development 

Strategy, Pioneer Valley Planning 

Commission 

http://www.pvpc.org/about
http://www.pvpc.org/sites/default/files/FINAL%202019%20CEDS%20Report%20web%20optimized.pdf
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also advocating for greater coordination amongst the regionõs municipalities to market the 

region to visitors, workers, and businesses.  

The CEDS report emphasizes the significance of three primary industries underpinning the 

regionõs economic activity: health care and social assistance, educational services, and 

advanced manufacturing. These sectors have demonstrated significant growth potential and 

high wages. Manufacturing remains a substantial employer in the region and offers a career 

pipeline for unskilled labor. 

Secondary to these three industries, but also important, are finance and insurance; 

professional, scientific, and technical services; accommodation and food services; and 

agriculture and sustainable food system.  

Local Demographic Data  

After a prolonged period of growth during the 19th and 20th centuries, the Town of Palmer 

has seen tepid growth over the past 20 or so years. According to PVPC, Palmer is among 

the 10 slowest growing municipalities in the region. Based on data provided by the U.S. 

Census and Esri, from 2010 to 2020, Palmerõs population grew by only 347 persons, 

representing an increase of just 2.9 percent over the 10-year period. This rate is slightly 

higher than Hampden County at 2.4 percent, but it significantly trails the rate of 

Massachusetts at 6.7 percent. The Townõs annual population growth rate between 2020 and 

2025 is estimated to be 0.16 percent; its 2025 population is estimated to be 12,586. Annual 

growth rates for the county and state are estimated at 0.14 percent and 0.55 percent, 

respectively. 

As is the case in many of Massachusettsõ rural towns, Palmerõs population trends older. 

Based on data provided by Esri, as of 2020, the median age in Palmer was 44.4 (up from 

42.1 in 2010), versus 39.8 for the county (up from 38.5 in 2010) and 40.3 for the state (up 

from 39 in 2010). Figure 4-1 illustrates the age distribution in Palmer, Hampden County, and 

Massachusetts. Notably, in 2020, the Townõs senior population (i.e., residents over the age 

of 65) comprised 18.8 percent of the total population. This value is expected to rise to 22.4 

percent in 2025.  

Household income is notably low in Palmer. In 2020, the median household income in the 

Town was $57,567. This value is higher than Hampden County at $53,682 but trails that of 

Massachusetts at $80,643. Figure 4-2 illustrates the income distribution among households 

in Palmer, Hampden County, and Massachusetts.  

Related to income, per the CEDs report, the poverty rate in Palmer almost doubled from 

2000 to 2017, increasing from 7.9 percent to 14.1 percent. According to the 2015-2019 

American Community Survey, the percent of individuals below the poverty line in Palmer 

currently sits at 11.3 percent. 
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Figure 4 -1 Distribution of Age , 2020 

Source ð Esri (2020) 

Figure 4 -2 Distribution of Household Income, 2020  

Source ð Esri (2020) 

In terms of educational attainment, only 20.1 percent of the population aged 25 years or 

more in Palmer has a bachelorõs degree and only 6.8 percent has a graduate or professional 

degree. Notably, the percent of persons with a graduate or professional degree in Palmer is 

lower than that of the county at 12.0 percent and significantly lower than that of the state at 

20.7 percent.10  

 

10  Esri. (2020). Current-year estimate of the population age 25 years or older who earned a bachelorõs, graduate or professional 

degree. 
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Business and Employment Data 

The slow population growth in Palmer may be connected to a lack of available jobs in the 

community. A sustained period of disinvestment, exemplified by the closure of the 

Tambrands plant in 1997, has led to high unemployment. Indeed, Palmer had the fourth 

highest unemployment rate in the region in 2017 at 4.8 percent. As of 2020, the 

unemployment rate was 14.9 percent, which was actually lower than the rate of the county 

(16.2 percent) and the state (15 percent); however, unemployment rates in 2020 were likely 

significantly impacted by the effects of the 2020-2021 COVID-19 pandemic.  

Although unemployment has been historically high in Palmer, there is a variety of 

employers who maintain a steady source of jobs. In 2020, there were 577 business in Palmer 

with 5,809 employees according to Esri and Dat. The Baystate Wing Hospital was Palmerõs 

largest employer with approximately 720 jobs. Table 4-1 provides a list of all employers in 

Palmer with 100 or more employees, while Figure 4-3 illustrates the distribution of 

businesses in the Town.  

Table 4-1 Palmerõs Largest Employers 

Employer # of Employees Sector Description 

Baystate Wing Hospital 721 General Medical-Surgical Hospitals 

Camp Ramah in New England 300 Sporting-Recreational Camps 

Big Y 150 Grocery Stores 

Palmer Paving Corp 140 Asphalt Paving Products 

Pathfinder Regional Tech High 130 Vocational Schools 

Old Mill Pond School 125 Elementary-Secondary Schools 

Turley Publications Inc 125 Publishing and Printing 

Sanderson Macleod Inc 100 Equipment and Sales 

Source: Esri and Data Axle (2020) 

  

As revealed through this Master Planõs first community survey, the majority of survey 

participants (93.3 percent) identified current economic vitality and employment conditions in 

Palmer as òvery challengingó or òsomewhat challengingó to improving quality of life in the 

Town. Similarly, only 3.2 percent of survey participants identified òeconomic opportunitiesó as 

a quality that contributes to making Palmer a great place to live.  
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Figure 4 -3 Business and Employment  




























































































































































































































































































































































































































