
  

 

Town of East Greenwich 

PLANNING DEPARTMENT  

111 Peirce Street 
PO Box 111 

       East Greenwich, RI 02818 
       Phone (401) 886‐8645 
           www.eastgreenwichri.com 

 

TO:  Planning Board 
FROM: Lisa Bourbonnais, Planning Director 
RE:  Growth Management Initiative 
Date:  September 29, 2021 
 
In March, 2021, a workshop was held on growth management issues wherein the 
Planning Board was asked to brainstorm and explore strategies for dealing with 
population growth and land consumption.  The workshop was the result of a joint 
meeting with the Town Council the month prior wherein there was broad consensus, 
based on development data from 2019-2020, that development pressure in Town 
seemed to be occurring and increasing at a rate that was likely not sustainable.  This 
conclusion was based on the premise that certain Town services are constrained and/or 
have capacity limitations that indicate significant new development (residential 
development in particular) could start to harm the quality of those assets.  Planning 
staff was asked to assess a variety of strategies for grappling with local growth and 
pursue those that seem to hold the most potential for East Greenwich. Strategies 
explored included: 
 
1. Prioritize open space preservation and the conservation of agricultural and 

forested lands. There is much evidence at both the national level and in Rhode 
Island that land conservation is our most effective means of controlling long-term 
municipal costs associated with development.  By essentially taking some open  
land “off the books” for future development, Towns are able to avoid all the 
permanent costs associated with providing services like public education for new 
residents, paved and maintained streets and sidewalks, stormwater infrastructure 
and other utilities, and fire and police protection in new neighborhoods.  The Town 
benefits in myriad less-quantifiable ways like retaining its rural character, 
supporting local food production, maintaining habitat and environmental assets like 
streambanks and wetlands, and providing recreational opportunities to citizens.  
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Staff notes broad consensus among the Town Council, Planning Board and Land 
Trust that this strategy should be pursued. The Planning Department is currently 
working with a local landowner toward a significant potential acquisition and this 
is a top priority as a potential funding source is currently available.   

2. Annual or quarterly caps on new local housing starts.  The idea of an actual 
Temporary Moratorium was considered and quickly dismissed because such 
measures are fraught with legal and procedural challenges - but a number of RI 
communities do impose annual caps on new residential construction as a means of 
grappling with service burden demands, particularly in education.  Examples from 
Foster and West Greenwich have been studied and this seems like a relatively 
straight-forward mechanism to draft and adopt if absolutely necessary.  Its use 
would be recommended if the situation in East Greenwich were perceived to be 
dire or urgent, but because new development trends seem to have stabilized this 
year compared to the prior reporting period (i.e. still concerning but not 
increasingly so), the Town may not yet be ready to pursue this aggressive action.  
The slight downturn in new development submittals may be a very temporary 
phenomenon related to the uncertainties of the COVID economy rather than a new, 
longer-term trend.    The Town can certainly circle back to this action if needed.   

3. Re-zoning parts of Town for lower residential densities or for commercial or 
other use. Making certain areas of Town ineligible for residential development or 
at least ineligible for higher density projects would seem to help, however, such 
changes require amending both the Town’s Comprehensive Plan and the Zoning 
Ordinance.  Such amendments are procedurally burdensome as a general rule and 
this action in particular would be complex.  Amendments to the Comprehensive 
Plan would involve multiple chapters as well as the Future Land Use Map and 
would involve re-submitting the Plan for State approval which can be a protracted 
process with success not guaranteed.  The Town expects to start the re-write of its 
Community Comprehensive Plan in 2022 for anticipated adoption in 2023 as 
required.  The incorporation of bigger picture shifts in future land use and zoning 
classifications seems worthy of a deeper dive as part of that more cohesive look at 
the Town’s over-arching goals and policies.  It would be most productive, 
meaningful and efficient to flesh these ideas out as part of that more inclusive and 
wide-ranging effort.  We must also note, this strategy cannot provide absolute 
relief from the threat of a “Comprehensive Permit” (high density housing 
development) in areas not zoned for it since State law has preempted towns and 
cities on the issue of zoning compliance where affordable housing projects are 
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concerned.  Short of attaining the State-mandated 10% Affordable housing stock, 
there appears to be no strategy providing that protection within the framework of 
Rhode Island’s Land Development and Zoning statutes.  The Comprehensive 
Permit rules are extremely unique and provide for an expedited process and almost 
unlimited density bonuses that cannot be duplicated for development types that 
don’t include 25% or more deed-restricted units.  Staff is, however, currently 
looking at ways to design potential “floating overlay districts” – which may not 
require such complicated Plan and Map changes, but which could steer growth in 
dwelling units away from dense family housing, as an alternative. 

4. Creation of Aquifer or Groundwater Protection Districts within the Zoning 
Code. This action would also involve a Zoning Ordinance amendment but it is 
called for in the current Comprehensive Plan and thus doesn’t involve the same 
procedural hurdles.  This seems to be a worthwhile project on its own merits but as 
a “growth control” measure, if that is the paramount goal, it would likely not 
produce a large impact.  The geographic area in East Greenwich that would be 
included in such district is relatively small and does not contain a lot of 
undeveloped parcels where threats of intense development seem imminent.   

5. Adopt the Urban Services Boundary.  The Land Use Guidance Policies 
promulgated by the State include mapped limits of a so-called “urban services 
area.”  This area includes land near interstate highways, railways and other 
transportation assets, as well as land serviced by public water and municipal sewer 
systems. Some towns adopt this boundary as a way of demarcating areas that are 
precluded from commercial or higher density residential development.  Local 
regulations can then be crafted to prohibit things like density bonuses, multi-family 
housing, etc. outside the boundary line.  In the case of East Greenwich, much of 
the Town is included within these limits already which would seem to limit the 
utility of such strategy.  As an example, there has been a large 400+ unit project on 
Division Road looming for some time.  It does not yet have any vested level of 
approval from the Town but could be submitted at any time.  If a service boundary 
zone could preclude its development, the Town might want to seriously consider 
this technique, but the land area involved in that project is largely within the 
boundary lines so its adoption would not likely prevent it.   

6. Re-examine Other Policies on Public Service Provision.  The Town is in the 
process of updating its Wastewater Facilities Plan which is an opportunity to 
examine long-range goals for and concerns about the sewer treatment plant and 
collection system.  The Planning Board strongly recommends against expansion of 
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the sewer service area at this time.  Areas newly serviced by sewers accommodate 
more intense development which would seem to run counter to the Town’s current 
interest.  As part of the Planning Board’s discussion of future public service 
expansions, we have also considered the provision of public water through the 
Kent County Water Authority.  The KCWA service area is well defined and we 
understand they have no current plans for expanding their system to serve new 
areas.  They have, however, suggested that system expansions are possible if the 
cost of line extensions are borne by private developers.  Depending on the distance 
to be covered by new lines, this tends to become a very costly process.  If local 
regulations were modified to require public water access, it has been suggested that 
this could be a disincentive to future developers who might propose large projects 
in unserved areas.  Some believe this would have a dampening effect on 
development proposals due to the additional costs.  Staff suggests, however, that 
this is a double-edged sword at best.  Experience shows that when developers are 
required to make such investments, they will often seek to maximize their projects 
at densities they may have otherwise not pursued.  Further, once public services 
have been extended by a developer, other lots (intervening or nearby) are opened 
up to development and are more likely to then be built upon when they may 
otherwise not have been.  In other words, pursuing a public water requirement as 
part of a regulatory strategy to manage growth has great potential to ultimately 
backfire.  The Planning Board concedes there may be other compelling reasons to 
require public water service where feasible - and these include the fact that fire 
hydrants are a much more effective means of protecting property from damage 
than private wells and cisterns.  There may thus be good reason to recommend this 
regulatory change in the future, but as part of the current growth management 
initiative, this is not a priority.   

7. Impact Fees.  The Planning Board is aware that the Town is on the verge of re-
setting its impact fees which would be applicable to all new residential and 
commercial development (deed-restricted affordable units are exempt).  The 
Planning Board does not advocate for using these fees specifically as a growth 
control tool in their own right.  An across-the-board high fee would seem like too 
blunt of an instrument as it could stall out all types of new development in East 
Greenwich.  We don’t believe this is the current goal.  Unlike much of Rhode 
Island, the Town has enjoyed growth over the last decade on the strength of its 
reputation as a desirable place to live and it seems dramatic fee increases, coupled 
with other measures, could have the effect of closing the door to new-comers.  
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More refined techniques to guide growth, allowing it to continue at a manageable 
pace, are preferred.  While not suggesting a huge jump in the Town’s fee schedule, 
the Planning Board does see a need for a timely upward adjustment to keep pace 
with new demands and does reasonably anticipate that this could have some 
quieting effect on the enthusiasm for new construction in East Greenwich.  The 
Board would like to take a “wait and see” approach to the Impact Fee issue and re-
assess development pressure following new fee adoption.   

8. Reconsider the Inclusionary Zoning Provisions.  The Planning Board must note 
here that the inclusionary zoning provisions currently in place in East Greenwich 
require all new residential development to provide 20% of new units to be deed-
restricted Affordable. Given that a slight increase to 25% Affordable qualifies a 
developer for the expedited, one-stop, Comprehensive Permit process per State law, 
it is unsurprising that so many residential projects are being submitted as 
Comprehensive Permits. Judging from their popularity as a tool, the increased 
market-rate density that the projects become eligible for with the Comprehensive 
Permit effectively offsets the burden of providing more deed- restricted units 
(which are frequently not profit-producing). In other words, in most 
circumstances, it appears to be well worth it for a residential developer to include 
the negligibly higher percentage of Affordable units. 

 
It is important to note here that FY 2020-2021 marked the third straight year 
wherein NO NEW standard inclusionary residential development proposals were 
submitted to the Planning Board for approval. The Town might thus want to 
consider reducing the standard inclusionary percentage, especially since this 
option is not currently adding appreciably to the Town’s affordable housing 
inventory.  While this may seem like an affront to our hard-fought gains in 
affordable housing stock over many years, the local goal of controlling the pace 
of development would seem to be at least equally important at this particular 
juncture. Such action may dissuade some developers from forcing their projects 
to fit the Comprehensive Permit model where substantially higher densities than 
permitted by right has become the norm as they may then have motivation to 
pursue an alternative. Such change might allow them to make their profit on 
smaller projects overall since a higher percentage of that lower overall unit count 
could be sold or rented at market rate. 

 
Making this change is appealing in a number of ways, but it presents serious logistical 
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challenges.  Chiefly, the Town’s inclusionary provisions required only 10% or 15% of 
units to be affordable in most zones for many years.  The 2013 Comprehensive Plan, in 
an effort to promote strategies that would help us attain our “10% mandate,” 
recommended increasing the inclusionary percentage to 20% across the board.  This 
provision in the Comprehensive Plan was praised by State reviewers who have 
approval authority over our Plan.  That zoning action was finally taken in 2017 when 
the Town Council adopted a new Affordable Housing Zoning Ordinance.  Stepping 
back to the old requirements now, while the Town is still not halfway to its 10% target, 
will likely be frowned upon, especially if we are unable to identify a new, proactive 
strategy to take its place in making gains in our deed-restricted housing stock.   
 
This is of particular concern since the most recent RI Affordable Housing Report for 
East Greenwich shows a decline in our affordable unit percentage which stood at 4.7% 
in 2019 and 4.6% in 2020.  While there are many affordable units under review or 
under construction around Town, there have not yet been corresponding gains on the 
ground.  There is thus grave hesitation around un-doing the implementation of an 
approved strategy before any real increases have occurred and we worry that this could 
undermine our approved Affordable Housing Plan in a broader way. 
 
Like the re-zoning strategy addressed in #3 above, the Planning Board is concerned that 
pursuing this change, which would involve amendments to both the Comprehensive 
Plan and Zoning Ordinance, could be a protracted effort with no guarantee of success 
and could compromise our Comprehensive Plan compliance status at the State level.  
The Town’s sweeping re-write of its master plan next year seems like a more 
appropriate opportunity for wholesale reconsideration of the affordable housing 
strategies.  However, as noted, there may be a way to “start small” with this zoning 
amendment by providing for a limited application initially before we revert to lower 
affordability targets Town-wide.  A more narrowly focused implementation may allow 
the Town to adopt a zoning revision that does not involve a Plan amendment and also 
allow us to test the effectiveness of the strategy before rolling it out in more 
comprehensive fashion.    
 

9. Incentives in lieu of controls.  As an alternative to crafting regulatory amendments 
that could have the effect of reducing new dwelling construction overall, the Planning 
Board has instead suggested providing incentives for new construction of dwelling 
unit types that are less likely to over-burden public facilities and services. In other 
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words, in lieu of discouraging and limiting development outright, the Town could 
continue to promote it, but only those types that are unlikely to produce significant 
negative fiscal consequences for taxpayers. It is important to note that while no 
development type is without its costs, some are clearly more burdensome than others. 
And while some costs are more difficult to quantify than others, it would be an 
oversimplification to suggest that certain development types will automatically be 
fiscal positives for the Town. Typically, however, multi-bedroom, family-style, 
detached single-family homes, especially those in new subdivisions where public 
streets and other infrastructure are being extended, tend to be fiscal “losers” for the 
Town, i.e. the cost of supporting them in an average year can exceed the amount of tax 
revenue they generate. Other housing types, however, like attached, single-bedroom 
or other small units on infill sites - that often appeal to single millennials, young 
couples, or older occupants looking to downsize or simplify - can produce a net gain 
for the Town. Such development tends to be built as apartments or condominiums.  It 
is usually compact and involves private roads (or no roads) and other amenities which 
reduce the long-term cost burden for the Town. Thus far, this development type has 
tended to occur on re-developed or infill sites which previously accommodated other 
land uses and which are already served by Town infrastructure and utilities.  A 
particular housing type that tends to be a fiscal “winner” for the Town is age-restricted 
housing. Such units are generally designed for persons age 55 and over and are almost 
always 1- or 2-bedroom attached units.   
 
The Planning Board finds some merit in pursuing strategies to gain more of this 
housing type as well as other restricted types, like housing for veterans, as an 
example.  Related measures, however, should be seen clearly for what they are, which 
is a development-type manipulation mechanism that will affect the population of East 
Greenwich and its composite cohorts but is not, from a land use perspective, 
considered a real growth control because it should, by definition, yield more units.  
There is some hesitation about prioritizing this strategy, especially in light of data 
indicating that we are already making great strides in adding age-restricted units and 
the vast majority of our existing Affordable housing stock serves the elderly, the 
disabled and other special needs groups rather than families.  The chart on Page 9 of 
this report illustrates that the housing types considered desirable from a fiscal 
perspective are already the predominant development types in Town, even absent any 
overt or proactive strategy to incentivize their production.  (92 of 107 total units under 
review this year were 1- or 2-bedroom condos with 30 of those being reserved for 
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occupants aged 55 and over).  The Planning Board has thus assigned pursuit of this 
strategy a lower priority.  However, as noted in #8 above, staff is exploring a means to 
provide for overlay districts with different inclusionary zoning requirements than 
other parts of Town.  These overlays are expected to include special provisions for 
SHARC’s (Senior Housing and Age-Restricted Communities) to streamline their 
approval process which may provide an effective incentive for developers to pursue 
these less-burdensome projects.   
 

 
As we continue to work through growth-related issues in the coming year, the 
Planning Board has asked staff to help us focus on: 
  
A) Conservation – following the February and March, 2021 workshops on growth, 

land preservation appeared to grab the imagination and enthusiasm of most of the 
members of the Planning Board, Town Council and Land Trust.  With such 
substantial agreement, it seemed prudent to devote resources to exploring ways the 
Town can acquire more land and/or development rights.  With State funding 
rounds for such purposes currently open, it seems of critical importance to focus on 
this pursuit so that the grant opportunity does not pass us by.   

B) Impact Fees – as noted, the Planning Board would like the opportunity to assess 
the impact of a new fee structure on overall land development.  Finishing the study 
now underway and its related ordinances should be a priority and while not labeled 
a specific growth control tool by the Board, impact fees could reasonably be 
expected to affect the pace and volume of new development proposals in Town.   

C) Zoning initiatives – a couple of zoning-related matters are addressed in the above 
discussion.  The Planning Board believes there is a way to draft narrow 
amendments related to inclusionary zoning and housing for special populations 
(like senior housing) that might not require amendments to the Comprehensive 
Plan and asks staff to devote significant time to this effort in the coming months. 
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School Year Enrollment Change % Change

2011 - 2012 2393    

2012 - 2013 2391 ‐2 ‐0.08%

2013 - 2014 2410 19 0.79%

2014 - 2015 2412 2 0.08%

2015 - 2016 2455 43 1.78%

2016 - 2017 2504 49 1.99%

2017 - 2018 2498 ‐6 ‐0.24%

2018 - 2019 2535 37 1.48%

2019 - 2020 2595 60 2.37%

2020 - 2021 2532 ‐63 ‐2.43%  

2021-2022 2577 45 1.78%

Current Year (2021‐'22) is an estimate from the EG School Department. All other numbers are official RIDE reporting.

10‐Year Enrollment Trend 
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Calendar Year Residential C/O's # Affordable

2011 15 0

2012 14 1  

2013 14 0

2014 10 0

2015 16 11

2016 33 3

2017 5 0

2018 38 6

2019 16 1

2020 38 3

2021 21 1

Totals 220 26 (11.8%) 

2021 is through August 30, 2021

All data courtesy of the East Greenwich Building Department

Annual Certificates of Occupancy
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