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Section 2 
 

Land Use 

 
 
PURPOSE 

  

The Land Use element of a Master Plan focuses on the historic, 

current, and future land uses in a community.  This information 

is necessary to gather and understand when goals, objectives 

and guidelines are being formulated regarding future growth 

management and land use decisions as is the case with the 

West Springfield Master Plan update.  Its purpose is to guide 

the local government in their approach to managing growth and 

changing uses.  It also provides an explanation of how a town 

has evolved historically so as to provide a framework for 

continued growth while recognizing the past, established land 

use traditions and community character defining features.   

 

INTRODUCTION 

  

West Springfield has a wide variety of land uses in the 

community that range from residential to commercial to 

industrial to open space areas.  There is a need to fully 

understand how these land uses relate to each other and what 

the issues are so that goals and objectives included in other 

elements of the Master Plan can be realized since they are all 

related to each other. 

 

The following are some highlights of the Land Use Element: 

 

 West Springfield is a suburban/urban town with a 

strong commercial and industrial tax base. 

 

 West Springfield has land use controls (known as the 

Zoning Bylaw and Subdivision Rules and Regulations) 

which should be used to preserve neighborhood 

identities and protect the townôs unique historically 

significant characteristics while accommodating and 

facilitating future growth and development. 

 

 West Springfield must manage growth to preserve its 

unique characteristics and provide appropriate 

development that will accommodate future needs. 

Photo 2-1: Mittineague Park, Tighe & Bond, June 2008 
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WEST SPRINGFIELD - PAST & PRESENT 

  

West Springfield is a residential community with a strong 

commercial and industrial base.  Officially known as the 

ñTown of West Springfield,ò legally ñWest Sideò is a city.  In 

2000, West Springfield switched to a mayoral form of 

government with an elected nine member town council.   

 

Physical Characteristics 

Considered the ñCrossroads of New England,ò West 

Springfield, originally a part of Springfield, is located in 

Hampden County, approximately 26 miles north of Hartford 

and 91 miles southwest of Boston.  West Springfield is 

surrounded by Holyoke to the north, Chicopee and Springfield 

to the east, Westfield to the west, and Agawam to the south.  

Historically, Agawam and Holyoke were both a part of West 

Springfield. 

 

Present-day West Springfield consists of 17.55 square miles of 

land area at the junction of the Connecticut and Westfield 

Rivers.  Bounded by the Connecticut River to the east, 

Westfield River (also known as the Agawam River) to the 

south, the Mount Holyoke mountain range to the west and 

wetland and municipal drinking water resources to the north, 

access to the town from surrounding communities is limited. 

 

Development History 

West Springfieldôs geography has played an important role in 

its history of development.  Originally West Springfield was 

part of Springfield, Massachusetts.  The rivers played a role in 

the independence of West Springfield from Springfield, as 

early residents had difficulty crossing the rivers to attend 

church and government functions.  West Springfield petitioned 

and was allowed to create its own government system to 

separate from Springfield. 

 

The close proximity to the Connecticut and Westfield Rivers 

played an important role in the development of West 

Springfield, as the fertile soils associated with the river made 

agriculture one of the early industries in the town.  Mill based 

manufacturing, using the rivers as a transportation corridor, 

was the second major industry. As time progressed, 

improvements in transportation including bridges connecting 

West Springfield to abutting communities encouraged 

residential growth. 

 

West Springfield is well-known for the Eastern States 

Exposition ï known as the ñBig E.ò  As previously mentioned, 

West Springfield was dominated by agricultural uses during the 

19
th
 century.  According to the Big E website

1
, the Eastern 

States Exposition started at a time when farming in New 

England was declining.  The Big E was an event held to 

advance farming methods to move agricultural New England 

into the next generation.   

 

Railroad tracks along the southern border of West Springfield 

were contributors to the development of West Springfield 

because they boosted manufacturing in town around 1841, 

when the railroad from Albany to Boston was completed.  

Access to the community was improved with the construction 

of Routes I-90 and 91 which facilitate its economic base.  The 

                                                 
1
 www.thebige.com 

http://www.thebige.com/
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railroad is still in use today: a major portion of the townôs 

industrial sector is the CSX rail yard. 

 

The transportation corridors, including the railroads, Routes 5 

and 20, and Routes I-90 and I-91 (though I-91 did lead to the 

demise of Riverdale for many years as northbound traffic was 

diverted from Route 5 to I-91) have transformed West 

Springfield from an agricultural community to a rural/suburban 

residential community with a strong commercial and industrial 

base.  Commercial uses dominate the eastern portion of the 

community.  Commercial development has also occurred in 

West Springfield along older transportation routes such as 

Route 5 and Route 20 which used to be the main transportation 

corridors before the major interstates were built.  The remnants 

of this can be seen in the pattern of development that has 

occurred along these roads.  Industrial development has 

increased over time due to the improved access of the interstate 

highway system.  One industrial development is located at 

Interstate Drive, an industrial development abutting the 

Holyoke border, and interspersed with the commercial along 

Riverdale Street.  A major industrial operation is the CSX rail 

yard and the West Springfield Trade Center.  These are located 

proximate to Union Street and require regular use of the 

vehicular roadway and railroad.  Small industrial sites are 

located along the southern border and off of Westfield Street 

(Route 20). 

 

The transformation of West Springfield to a rural/suburban 

residential community also shows its roots as an agricultural 

community, for the earliest and most dense neighborhoods 

surround the Center Business District and are interspersed with 

commercial and industrial properties.  This area is also close to 

the rivers.  Residential land use becomes less dense as one 

moves from the downtown area in the southeastern portion of 

town towards the northwestern portion of town.  Much of the 

available undeveloped land in West Springfield is constrained 

by wetlands and/or topography. 

 

Described in detail in the Housing Element, Section 5, West 

Springfieldôs residential development has created a pattern of 

small neighborhoods with separate identities over the years.  

West Springfield neighborhoods include:  

 

 Amostown  Center 

 Bear Hole  Memorial 

 Merrick  Riverdale 

 Mittineague  Tathum 

 

In addition, West Springfield is home to large tracts of open 

space, including Bear Hole Reservoir, Mittineague Park, and 

Springfield Country Club (private golf course).  Much of the 

remaining available undeveloped land in West Springfield is 

constrained by wetlands and/or topography. 

 

Bear Hole encompasses much of the northwestern border 

between West Springfield, Holyoke, and Westfield.  

Mittineague Park is located in the southern region of the town 

and allows residents access to trails, open fields, swimming 

areas, baseball diamonds, tennis courts, and picnic areas.  

Springfield Country Club is sandwiched between Piper Road 

and Riverdale Street. 
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Regional Issues and Trends 

It is important to understand both locally and regionally what 

challenges, opportunities and issues communities are facing.  

Understanding how towns and cities relate to each other is a 

much needed perspective during a Master Planning process.  

For example, a recent study, Valley Vision 2, which was 

completed by the Pioneer Valley Planning Commission 

(PVPC), investigated what challenges are being faced by the 

Pioneer Valley region as a whole.
2
  According to the plan: 

 

ñThe Pioneer Valley is facing its own unique form of 

sprawl, which could be called, sprawl without 

population growth.ò  More specifically, while the 

regionôs population has remained steady for the past 

decade, urban sprawl has consumed more than 40,000 

acres of land in the region. 

 

The population sizes are staying relatively the same in 

communities, but the amount of land being consumed for 

development projects is continuing to increase.  Valley Vision 

2 also details what PVPC determined some of the causes and 

attributes of sprawl in the Pioneer Valley are, they include: 

 

 Sprawl in the PVPC region is mostly residential in 

nature and Approval Not Required (ANR) 

developments helped create this problem. 

 

 Outdated Zoning Bylaw which allow large minimum 

lot sizes and prescribe linear commercial districts along 

                                                 
2
 The Pioneer Valley is made up of 43 cities and towns in the Connecticut 

River Valley of western Massachusetts. 

highways and which discourage (for example by 

requiring a special permit for) cluster or mixed 

development. 

 

 Market forces like the demand for single family homes 

(large homes on large lots with scenic views), sense of 

community, safety, peace and quiet, good school 

systems and housing affordability are driving residents 

to suburban lifestyles and away from 

urban/neighborhood downtowns and centers. 

 

 Disinvestment in regional urban core areas hurts 

neighboring communities by continuing to push sprawl 

to outer areas.  New investment in these areas will 

encourage redevelopment and reuse amongst existing 

infrastructures and services thereby preventing the 

continued loss of land to new development. 

 

 Increased travel time to work due to loss of jobs in 

inner cores which also increases traffic. 

 

These regional issues identified by PVPC for the 43 cities and 

towns which the organization serves are certainly issues and 

opportunity areas in West Springfield. 

 

West Springfield is surrounded by Agawam, Holyoke, 

Chicopee, Westfield, and Springfield.  Chicopee, Holyoke, and 

Springfield are considered to be part of the regionôs ñurban 

coreò and Westfield, West Springfield, and Agawam are 

considered to be part of the Pioneer Valleyôs five small cities.
3
  

                                                 
3
 Valley Vision 2, Pioneer Valley Planning Commission, www.pvpc.org 
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West Springfield has a similar land use to these neighboring 

communities in terms of how much of the town is designated 

as residential, commercial and industrial land uses (See Table 

2-1).  West Springfield has a larger percentage of parcels 

designated as commercial uses than Agawam, Chicopee, 

Westfield and Springfield, at 7.2%, and more parcels 

designated for single-family dwellings than every other town 

except Westfield, at 80.3%. 

 
Table 2-1: Percent of Parcels by Use, 20064 

 

In July 2008, Beals and Thomas, Inc. contacted all of the 

neighboring towns (Holyoke, Chicopee, Westfield, Springfield) 

to gather their thoughts on what some regional planning issues 

might be from their perspective.  Representatives from the four 

municipalities responded to the inquiry and provide the 

following information. 

 

                                                 
4
 Source: Pioneer Valley State of the Region Community Profile, 

(http://www.pvpc.org/resource_center/municipal_profiles/index.shtml ) 

Agawam: 

 Agawam is in need of an updated Master Plan as their 

most current one is from 1976.   

 Outdated Zoning regulations are an issue.   

 Agawam is working on an economic development plan. 

 One major issue is transportation in terms of both 

traffic and road/bridge infrastructures in poor condition.  

 Large tracts of land in environmentally sensitive areas 

are being purchased and this should continue locally 

and regionally. 

 

Holyoke: 

 The City recently resurrected the Redevelopment 

Authority that is now focusing on redevelopment of the 

downtown area. 

 The Ingleside area of the City near Interstates 90 and 91 

(proximate to the West Springfield town line) has 

drawn a great deal of retail development.  The City sees 

a need to hang on to the industrial node within the area. 

 Thirty percent (30%) of the City is protected land, 

however, there is still a challenge to protect areas.   

 The City has one of the highest rates of affordable 

housing in the State.  A balance must occur between 

market rate and affordable housing. 

 The City is primarily built out, therefore the focus has 

been on infill development and brownfields 

remediation. 

 

 

 

 

  
 
 
 

% Parcels 
Residential 

 
 
 
 

% Parcels 
Commercial 

 
 
 
 

% Parcels 
Industrial 

% 
Residential 

Parcels 
Single 
Family 

Dwellings 

Agawam 86.40% 2.70% 1.50% 7.80% 

West 
Springfield 

84.80% 7.20% 1.80% 80.30% 

Holyoke 77.90% 7.20% 2.90% 70.10% 

Chicopee 85.30% 3.90% 1.90% 71.70% 

Westfield 84.90% 4.10% 1.40% 82.50% 

Springfield 84.40% 5.60% 1.00% 71.20% 
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Springfield: 

 The City is in the process of rewriting the Zoning 

Ordinance that will implement a site plan review 

process. 

 Cell towers are allowed in Residential zoning districts.  

Many cell towers have been constructed on the outskirts 

of the City to provide service to neighboring 

municipalities that either do not allow the use or restrict 

it heavily. 

 The City does not have an overall master plan, however 

it has adopted a Downtown Master Plan and a site 

specific Neighborhood Master Plan. 

 

Westfield: 

 A big issue for Westfield is that the towns in the region 

are all competing for the same tax base. 

 People seem to be concentrating on small scale 

commercial development and economic growth will 

continue to be an issue. 

 Westfield will need to build new schools in the 

upcoming future as current infrastructure canôt handle 

the capacity. 

 Westfield is developing a downtown plan. 

 

Decisions that neighboring municipalities and West Springfield 

make today will have a lasting impact on each other.   

 

 
Photo 2-2: Attached Dwellings, Beals and Thomas, June 2008 

 

Population History  

Due in part to the encouragement of suburban home ownership 

by the government through low-interest mortgage programs, 

West Springfield experienced growth surges during the periods 

that followed World War I and World War II.  As indicated in 

the table below, the population peaked in the 1970s at 28,461.  

In addition, West Springfield did not experience the population 

loss during the 1990s of its neighbors like Holyoke and 

Chicopee did during the 1990s. 

 

During the following decade, the population decreased only 

slightly and since then, has increased at a steady 1-2% rate.  

Increases in population growth correlate with the density of the 

community.  Population density explains the number of people 

living within a certain amount of space.  According to the US 
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Table 2-2: Population History, 1930 - 2000 

% County % Change

1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 1990-2000 1990-2000

Hampden County 335,496 332,107 367,971 429,353 459,050 443,018 456,310 456,228 N/A 0.0%

West Springfield 19,775 17,135 20,438 24,924 28,461 27,042 27,537 27,889 6% 1%

Holyoke 56,537 53,750 54,661 52,689 50,112 44,678 43,704 39,838 9% -9%

Agawam 7,095 7,842 10,166 15,718 21,717 26,271 27,323 28,144 6% 3%

Springfield 149,900 149,554 162,399 174,463 163,905 152,319 156,983 152,082 33% -3%

Chicopee 49,930 41,664 49,211 61,553 66,676 55,112 56,632 54,653 12% -3%

Westfield 16,684 18,793 20,962 26,302 31,433 36,465 38,372 40,072 9% 4%

Longmeadow 4,437 5,790 6,508 10,565 15,630 16,301 15,467 15,633 3% 1%

Source: MISER, Bureau of the Census 2000

Table 2-3: Population Projection 2010 & 2020 

% Change % Change

Age 1980 Census 1990 Census 2000 Census 2010 Projection 2020 Projection 2000 - 2010 2010 - 2020

0 to 4 1,425 1,748 1,631 1,479 1,487 -9% 1%

5 to 9 1,558 1,679 1,807 1,484 1,491 -18% 0%

10 to 14 2,002 1,561 1,949 1,801 1,638 -8% -9%

15 to 19 2,441 1,560 1,764 1,878 1,548 6% -18%

20 to 29 4,703 4,548 3,371 3,874 3,846 15% -1%

30 to 39 3,569 4,489 4,219 3,195 3,682 -24% 15%

40 to 49 2,877 3,433 4,329 4,077 3,092 -6% -24%

50 to 59 3,445 2,723 3,191 4,099 3,873 28% -6%

60 to 69 2,569 2,872 2,285 2,761 3,572 21% 29%

70 to 79 1,602 1,873 2,134 1,766 2,189 -17% 24%

80 to 89 732 876 1,033 1,221 1,063 18% -13%

90 + 119 175 186 235 310 26% 32%
Source: MISER, Population Projections

Census, in 2000, West Springfield had approximately 1,665 

people per square mile.   

 

West Springfieldôs location and surroundings may play a role 

in its slight population growth.  Municipalities with declining 

populations, including Holyoke, Springfield, and Chicopee, are 

more urban in nature.
5
   

 

The Population Projection Table shows the 1980-2000 U.S. 

Census data for each age group and projects the future 

population 

                                                 
5
 Valley Vision 2, Pioneer Valley Planning Commission, www.pvpc.org 



 West Springfield Master Plan Update 
Land Use 

West Springfield, Massachusetts 
 

 

BEALS AND THOMAS, INC./Tighe & Bond, Inc.  2-8 

for each group in West Springfield.  The largest population 

group in 2000 represented residents in the 40 ï 49 year old age 

group.  The Massachusetts Institute for Social and Economic 

Research (MISER) population projections show that between 

2000 and 2010, the 14 and under age groups will experience a 

decline while the 50 ï 70 year age groups will see an increase.  

The table shows that this information changes again slightly 

during the projected 2010 and 2020 time periods and evidences 

a slightly aging population. 

 

Land use evaluation and recommendations for the townôs 

future must take this data into account as each age group 

requires different services depending upon their needs.  For 

example, in order to accommodate growth in the young adult 

age groups, West Springfield will need to ensure that 

appropriate housing is available to accommodate young 

professionals.  However, the aging of the baby boomer 

generation may have a more immediate need for additional 

transportation services, housing options or alternative 

recreational facilities. 
 

According to the 1990 and 2000 U.S. Census information, 

West Springfieldôs basic demographic data has not 

significantly changed in terms of population and household 

size. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2-4: Basic Demographic Information 
 2000 1990 

Total Population 27,899 27,537 

Households 12,259 12,103 

Average Household Size 2.33 2.36 

Median Household Income $40,266 $32,194 

  

Table 2-5: Land Uses by Parcel in West Springfield 
(Estimated - 2008) 

  Acres % of Total # of Parcels 

Multi Use 48 0.5% N/A 

Residential 5,066 51.6% 8,422 

Commercial 993 10.1% 671 

Industrial 382 3.9% 171 

Exempt 2,859 29.1% 384 

Other 469 4.8% 83 

Total 9,818 100.0% 9,731 
 
Source: West Springfield Assessors Data, July 2008 
 
Note: The total acreage does not equal West Springfield's area 17.55 

because it excludes roads and some unclassified land. 

 

LAND USE 

  

Assessorôs data provides valuable information about how many 

parcels in a community are designated for specific uses like 

residential, industrial, and commercial or if the parcel is a 

vacant lot.  While zoning offers a general guideline for where 

specific uses are allowed, parcel data offers a more literal 

snapshot of how many parcels are actually being used for 

specific land uses.  
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Table 2-6:  Land Use Change in Acres, West Springfield 1971-1999

Change % Change

1971 1985 1999 1971-1999 1971-1999

Agriculture 580.3 462.7 324.6 -255.70 -44.1%

Forest 4,700.8 4,364.6 4,136.6 -564.22 -12.0%

Recreation & Urban Open Space 717.8 778.6 684.9 -32.95 -4.6%

Multifamily Residential 212.3 227.3 257.6 45.30 21.3%

High Density Residential 1,083.6 1,080.5 1,123.8 40.20 3.7%

Moderate Density Residential 1,438.6 1,839.3 2,184.6 746.05 51.9%

Commercial 528.1 624.3 721.6 193.50 36.6%

Industrial 280.4 368.5 394.2 113.80 40.6%

Transportation 356.9 370.0 365.1 8.20 2.3%

Open Land, Mining & Other Uses 765.8 545.3 461.2 -304.65 -39.8%

Wetlands 61.4 64.9 66.3 4.93 8.0%

Water 471.0 471.1 476.7 5.71 1.2%

Source:  MassGIS Land Use Summary Statistics, Accessed February 2008

 

Approximately half of the parcels in West Springfield are 

identified as residential according to tax classifications 

provided by the West Springfield Assessorôs office (see Table 

2-5).  Approximately 4% of the parcels are classified as 

industrial and 10% are commercial.  Approximately 29% of 

land is classified as exempt from taxes, which includes state 

and municipal property including public schools.  According to 

data presented in the 2000 Master Plan (the data used was from 

1995 Assessors records), at the time, West Springfield had 

55% of the parcels classified as residential, 2.6% as industrial 

and 7.8% as commercial.   

 

Reviewing the Assessors Data in terms of land uses confirms 

that West Springfield continues to have a very strong 

residential base.  Over half of the parcels in the community are 

assessed as that type of use.  With approximately 29% of the 

land parcels exempt from tax payments, it shifts the burden to 

the residential, commercial and industrial property owners. 
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SUMMARY BUILDOUT STATISTICS  

West Springfield -- Revised March 2002 
(New Development and Associated Impacts) 

    

Additional Developable Land Area (sq ft) 
       
101,538,030.0  

Additional Developable Area (acres) 
                  
2,330.9  

Additional Housing Units 
                     
2,369  

Additional Residents 
                     
3,695  

Additional Commercial/Industrial Buildable Floor Area (sq ft) 
           
4,048,159.6  

Additional School Children 
                        
523  

Additional Water Demand (gallons/day) 
              
580,756.8  

     Additional Residential Water Demand 
             
277,144.8  

     Additional Commercial/Industrial Water Demand 
             
303,612.0  

Additional Municipal Solid Waste (tons/yr) 
                  
1,895.7  

     Additional Non-Recyclable Solid Waste (tons) 
                 
1,348.8  

     Additional Recyclable Solid Waste (tons) 
                    
546.9  

Additional Roadway at Build Out (miles) 
                       
49.6  

NOTES:   

1.  Developable lands include constrained acreage derived from the city zoning ordinance.   

2.  Residential water use is based on average consumption of 75 gallons per person per day.   

3.  Commercial/Industrial water use is based on an average of 75 gallons per 1000 s.f. per day.   

4.  Residential solid waste is based on an average generation of 1026 lbs. per person per year of   

     non-recyclable waste and 730 lbs. per year of recyclable waste.   

5.  Additional student figure is based on an average of .221 students per household.  Additional    

     resident figures are based on 1.56 persons per household.   

6.  Additional road miles are calculated for residential and commercial/industrial development.  Overall   

     impacts on the transportation network should reflect the number of trips generated, level of service   

     at key intersections, and other critical methods of measurement.   
    

Land uses have drastically changed over the 

past few decades in West Springfield.  

Residential, commercial and industrial, land 

uses increased substantially while agriculture, 

forest, and open land uses decreased.  Table 2-

6 shows the acres of land being used under 

each category and how they changed between 

1971 ï 1999.   

 

For example, there has been a 44% decrease in 

agricultural land compared to a 50% increase 

in moderate density residential land use which 

is evidence of suburban sprawl.  This 

information is supportive of the PVPC finding 

that the Pioneer Valley region is experiencing 

sprawl even though the population is not 

significantly increasing.  Approximately 40% 

of open land has been consumed by other land 

uses as well while commercial and industrial 

land uses continue to increase.  The most 

dramatic increase has occurred in the moderate 

density residential category which shows a 

52% change in the amount of land attributed to 

this use.  Commercial and industrial land uses 

have also seen a significant amount of change. 

 

Remaining Available Land 

In 2002, the Massachusetts Executive Office of 

Environmental Affairs (EOEA) analyzed the 

buildout impacts of the town of West 

Springfield.  Buildout analyses take into 

consideration a number of factors such as 
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developable land area, number of housing units and population 

to determine approximately how much more growth towns can 

absorb before they are ñbuilt outò (canôt handle any additional 

growth).  The EOEA build out does not take local regulations 

into consideration in depth.  The summary buildout statistics, 

to the left, indicate that there are approximately 2,330 acres of 

remaining developable land in West Springfield.  

Approximately 2,369 housing units could be built to house an 

additional 3,695 residents.  West Springfield could 

accommodate approximately 523 more schoolchildren. 

 

West Springfield should be considerate when converting 

Greenfields to built environments.  The Summary Buildout 

Statistics table depicts the amount of vacant land in the three 

most desirable land use categories: residential, commercial, 

and industrial.  Very little potentially developable land is 

available to accommodate future growth in West Springfield.  

Land use controls such as zoning and subdivision laws must be 

revisited to ensure quality development of this land and careful 

management. 

 

ZONING REGULATIONS  

  

The West Springfield Zoning Ordinance provides a variety of 

land use controls that direct what can be built and where 

throughout town.  The purpose of a Zoning Ordinance is to 

protect the health, safety, and welfare of the community by 

regulating how a piece of property may be used and the density 

of development that is allowed for that property.  Regulations 

are also included to control the height, shape, bulk, placement 

of buildings, signage, and landscaping.   

West Springfield divides the town into twenty zoning districts 

categorized as Residence, Business, Industrial, and Special 

Uses.  Below is a description of each zoning district: 
 

Residential Zones 

Residence A (RA): lower density/single family dwellings.  

Allowed lot size is 30,000 square feet for any permitted use or 

structure and 20,000 square feet for any cluster development. 

 

Residence A-1 (RA-1): Medium density/single family 

dwellings.  Minimum lot size is 20,000 square feet for any 

permitted use or structure and 15,000 square feet for any 

cluster development. 

 

Residence A-2 (RA-2): Higher density/single family dwellings.  

Minimum lot size is 15,000 square feet for any permitted use or 

structure and 12,000 square feet for any cluster development. 

 

Residence B (RB): Higher density/single and two-family 

dwellings.  Minimum lot size is 10,000 square feet for a two-

family dwelling and for any other permitted use or structure. 

 

Residence C (RC): Higher density residential with professional 

office uses.  Minimum lot size depends on the number of units 

in a dwelling and is 10,000 square feet for any other permitted 

use or structure. 

 

Commercial Zones 

Neighborhood Business (NB): Small business district in 

residential areas.  Minimum lot size for any permitted use is 

7,500 square feet. 
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Business A (BA): Wide range of retail uses/services and 

commercial activities of higher densities, along primary roads 

and business highway corridors.  Minimum lot size for any 

permitted use or structure is 7,500 square feet. 

 

Business A-1 (BA-1): Mixed use, medium density institutional, 

civic, professional/business uses with multifamily residential 

uses and limited commercial uses.  Minimum lot size for multi-

family dwellings depends on the number of units.  Minimum 

lot size for any permitted use  is 15,000 square feet. 

 

Business BB (BB):  Higher-density area for a mix of business 

and industrial uses.  Minimum lot size for uses is 7,500 square 

feet. 

 

Business B-1 (BB-1): Higher density area for mix of industrial, 

multi-family residential and limited commercial uses.  

Minimum lot size for multifamily dwellings depends on the 

number of units.  Minimum lot size for any permitted non-

residential use or structure is 7,500 square feet. 

 

Central Business (CB): Emphasizes the characteristics of Elm 

Street and Westfield Street.  Includes a mix of public service 

uses with commercial uses of neighborhood and community 

scope.  Minimum lot size is 8,500 square feet. 

 

Industrial Zones 

Industrial (I): High density area for industrial uses, both heavy 

and light.  Minimum lot size is 7,500 square feet. 

Industrial Park (IP): Small scale industrial activities and 

various complementary or compatible uses.  Minimum lot size 

is 70,000 square feet. 

Industrial Park Light (IPL: ï Encourage environmentally and 

socially sound development of small scale industrial activities 

and various complementary or compatible uses.  Minimum lot 

size is 25,000 square feet. 

 

Special Use Zones 

Special Use Technical (SU-T): Encourage flexible, orderly, 

rational development of parcels 5 acres or more. 

 

Special Use Office (SU-O): Encourage flexible, orderly, 

rational development of parcels 5 acres or more. 

 

Special Use Multi Family (SU-M): Encourage flexible, orderly, 

rational development of parcels 5 acres or more. 

 

Special Use Mobile Home (SU- H): Encourage flexible, 

orderly, rational development of parcels 5 acres or more. 

 

Planned Unit Development (PUD): Mixture of residential, 

commercial, industrial uses with open space. 

Recreation (REC): Sound use of the communityôs waterfront 

for passive and active uses.  Minimum lot size is 2 acres. 

 

In addition, West Springfield has designed overlay districts to 

protect its resources.  These include the River Protection 

district, Flood Hazard Protection district, Water Supply 

Protection district, and Age-Restricted Housing (to encourage 

development of affordable and market-rate housing for 55+). 

 

West Springfieldôs Zoning Approach 

The breadth of zoning districts creates an organized regulatory 

framework; however, in order to help move West Springfield 
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Table 2-7: Municipal Zoning Districts

District Acres % of Community

BA - Business A 448.30 4.0%
Not Zoned (Assumed BA) 51.00 0.5%
BA-1 - Business A-1 62.80 0.6%
BB - Business B 100.80 0.9%
BB-1 - Business B-1 131.40 1.2%
NB - Neighborhood Business 13.30 0.1%
CB - Central Business 24.50 0.2%
I - Industrial 466.40 4.2%
IP - Industrial Park 285.50 2.5%
IP L - Industrial Park Light 15.10 0.1%

PUD - Planned Unit Development 101.40 0.9%

RA - Residence A 2,963.90 26.5%

RA-1 Residence A-1 2,532.00 22.6%

RA-2 - Residence A-2 2,532.20 22.6%

RB - Residence B 511.90 4.6%

RC - Residence C 203.20 1.8%

SU - Special Use 156.50 1.4%
FP - Floodplain 177.00 1.6%

Water 424.90 3.8%
Total 11,202.10 100.0%

Source: PVPC, Municipal Zoning District Map, October 2002

into the future, the Zoning Ordinance must continually be 

analyzed and adapted to fit changing needs and uses.   

 

The Special Use Zones, developed to accomplish the goals of 

the 1977 Master Plan which were the Planned Unit 

Development District, and Industrial Park Light Zone put West 

Springfield in an excellent position for the future.  These two 

zones are in line with state goal of making changed and 

decisions for a sustainable future.  According to the Executive 

Office of Environmental Affairs (EOEA) website
6
, the stateôs 

Sustainable Development Principles
7
 encourage the promotion 

of clean energy and the creation of ñôpedestrian-friendlyô 

districts and neighborhoods that mix commercial, civic, 

cultural, educational and recreational activities with parks and 

homes.ò  The environmentally-friendly aspects of the 

Industrial Park Light Zone can be incorporated within all 

industrial districts to push West Springfieldôs standards to 

help promote an environmentally friendly community.   

 

To further promote sustainable living, it would be appropriate 

to allow residential uses in the Neighborhood Business 

district to encourage mixed use developments.  Another 

approach would be to consolidate the Neighborhood Business 

district and the Business A-1 zone as the allowed uses are 

comparable.  If the districts were to be merged, lot sizes 

would need to be analyzed to incorporate the neighborhood 

business setting into the mix. 

 

The addition of Age Restricted Housing (ARH) to the Zoning 

regulations will be beneficial to aging West Springfield 

residents who may need housing more appropriate for their 

needs.  In addition, West Springfield must incorporate access 

to services such as public transportation in the ARH zone.  

The low amount of vacant land for commercial, industrial and 

other residential uses will be in competition with this 

designated zone.  Another potential approach to fulfill the 

needs is to accommodate accessory housing with framework to 

                                                 
6
 (www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/state-policy.html) 

7
 Smart Growth and the Sustainable Development Principles are discussed 

in detail in Chapter 9 of this plan. 

http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/state-policy.html
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provide another option for housing that is typically more 

affordable without creating a traditional two or multi family 

home.   

 

PAST PLANS 

  

The Town of West Springfield has conducted between 15-20 

studies over the past fifteen years ranging from a Community 

Development Plan, to the Westfield River Action Plan and also 

a Route 20 Corridor Study.  Many of these documents were 

prepared by the Pioneer Valley Planning Commission.  

Reviewing and understanding previous studies is important so 

that they can be evaluated in terms of if and how they are being 

implemented.  This section summarizes a few of the more 

recent documents.   

 

Valley Vision 2, is a recent plan that was produced by the 

Pioneer Valley Planning Commission (PVPC).  One important 

finding was that small cities such as West Springfield face 

growth challenges such as: 

 

 Rising housing prices, 

 Degraded community character due to commercial 

sprawl and highway strip development, 

 Traffic congestion, 

 Continued loss of active farms and farm land, and 

 New development has occurred within sensitive lands 

needed for water protection. 

 

Valley Vision 2 recommends promoting investment in existing 

community and village (or town) centers as well as 

encouraging infill development on vacant lands and 

brownfields.
8
  PVPC also encourages the adoption of Transfer 

of Development Rights to protect open space and redirecting 

growth to the existing centers or urban cores.  

 

The Merrick  - Memorial Neighborhood Redevelopment 

Plan was written in 2004 and is another planning study that 

identified three areas for potential redevelopment in West 

Springfield.  The areas include the West Springfield Trade 

Center site, the Western Avenue and Bliss Street site, and the 

Southern Industrial District/Union Street Extension South area.  

The Merrick Memorial Plan recommended items to ensure long 

term and short term redevelopment of the neighborhood, 

including the improvement of infrastructure, improved bridge 

clearance and site distance at Union Street and River Street, 

improved access on Park Street, and improvements to the rail 

yard. 

 

Neighborhood improvements recommended were to prevent 

truck traffic on Main Street, provide streetscape and pedestrian 

enhancements along Union Street and Main Street, and 

implement an economic development and business retention 

program to assist existing and potential businesses with 

permitting and approvals. 

 

The Route 20 Corridor Study which was completed in 1999 

identified several land use improvement areas.  The plan 

                                                 
8
 As defined by the US Environmental Protection Agency, ñBrownfields are 

real property, the expansion, redevelopment, or reuse of which may be 

complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, 

pollutant, or contaminant.ò  http://epa.gov/brownfields/ 

  

http://epa.gov/brownfields/
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recommended that heavy traffic generating uses permitted as-

of-right should be allowed only in planned business 

developments, where all businesses are accessed via a common 

driveway.  Additionally, these commercial developments 

should be located at intersections that are signalized with left 

turn lanes.  Heavy traffic generating uses in other districts 

should require a special permit. 

 

Maximum building setbacks of 30 feet were also recommended 

for all non-residential uses in commercial highway districts to 

which would help to create a more pedestrian-friendly 

environment. 

 

The Pioneer Valley Plan for Progress, a regional planning 

endeavor, indicated revitalizing the Connecticut River with the 

promotion of small businesses and priority clusters is 

important. 

 

The West Springfield Community Development Plan, 

prepared by PVPC stresses the importance of coordinating with 

neighboring communities to construct recreational walks and 

bikeways along and across the rivers and public access to the 

Agawam and Connecticut Rivers must be evaluated. Open 

Space and recreational needs of all neighborhoods in West 

Springfield must be recognized and programs must be available 

to all residents.  According to this study, approximately 74% of 

owner-occupied housing units are considered affordable to 

West Springfield residents. 

 

 
PUBLIC INPUT 

  

As a part of the West Springfield Master Plan update, an initial 

public forum was held in July 2008 where over 100 residents 

participated.  The purpose of the event was to provide 

demographic data and details about past planning processes 

and to gather public input on the major Master Plan elements.  

The break out group that discussed Land Use had several 

interesting observations which include: 

 

 Commercial development that will support the community 

should be encouraged and incentives should be given;  

 Incompatible land uses should be monitored and 

discouraged (Big Box retail abutting residential 

neighborhoods for example); 

 Vacant, abandoned structures should be targeted for 

redevelopment and reuse (both commercial and residential) 

before new construction occurs on vacant land; 

 The amount of traffic in town is negatively perceived by 

residents and businesses;  

 The open spaces and parks in West Springfield are not as 

accessible and as attractive as they are in other 

communities; 

 Zoning districts should be consolidated in a manner that 

makes sense;  

 The entire Zoning Ordinance should be updated and design 

standards should be added,  

 Better access is needed to the Connecticut River and it 

should be appropriate for uses like fishing and boating, and 

 Quality of life should be prioritized. 
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In addition, a Survey was conducted during the Master Plan 

process that asked residents about housing, land use, open 

space, public facilities, economic development, transportation 

and the municipal government.  Specific responses regarding 

land use are detailed below. 

Question 21 of the survey asked if the commercial districts 

should be expanded to allow more business opportunities and 

55% of the respondents noted that no, they should not be.  The 

44% that said yes noted that vacant buildings should be reused, 

commercial uses should be added near Riverdale Road, Elm 

Street and in neighborhoods (specifically Merrick). 

 

Another question asked if people felt that residential growth 

was happening at the right pace.  Approximately 43% felt that 

it was growing too rapidly and 42% of survey responders noted 

that it is occurring at the right rate for what the community can 

handle.  The majority (39%) also thought that commercial 

growth was happening at the right pace. 

 

Nearly 80% of the people did not want to see Bear Hole 

developed, however if anything did occur in that area, they 

would like it to be hiking, biking and walking trails.  People 

recognized its value both as an open space area and a drinking 

water resource. 

 

Important issues that participants noted West Springfield is 

facing and will continue to face in the future include: 

 Improvement and maintenance of existing infrastructure,  

 Balancing open space preservation and acquisition with the 

need for continued residential and commercial growth, 

 Better utilization of land along the rivers for recreational 

activities, 

 Energy costs, 

 Preservation and promotion of the downtown area so that it 

remains a vibrant place for residents to live, work and shop, 

and 

 Balancing the need for improvements to traffic flow while 

continuing to provide opportunities for bikers and 

pedestrians. 

 

LAND USE CHALLENGES/NEEDS/OPPORTUNITIES  

  

Towns and cities throughout Massachusetts face a delicate 

balance of dealing with local challenges, trying to meet citizen 

and business needs, and creating opportunities that will benefit 

the community.  There are a number of challenges related to 

land use that West Springfield faces.   

 

Growth Management 

West Springfield will continue to face future growth pressures 

for residential, commercial, and industrial uses and without 

some type of balanced management, the town will continue to 

have these pressures affect the landscape of the community. 

 

Incorporating growth management techniques into the 

everyday business operations of West Springfield is important.  

Services must be able to meet the demands.  For example, it is 

projected that the baby boomer community will be one of the 

largest age cohorts in West Springfield.  This will put a burden 

on the transportation facilities as the group becomes older and 

loses mobility.  In addition, new services catering towards this 
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age group (ex. medical facilities) may eat away at available 

commercial property.  West Springfield must determine 

whether places like Bear Hole are worth preserving or are 

better suited for future development. 

 

Subdivisions and ANR Lots 

 
Photo 2-3: Single Family Homes, Beals and Thomas, June 2008 

 

The Subdivisions and ANR Lots table shows what 

development has occurred in West Springfield over the past 

decade.  An equal number of lots have been created through the 

definitive subdivision process and the Approval Not Required 

(ANR) process.  However, ANR lots have been produced at a 

steady pace while the conventional subdivision lots are mainly 

from developments between 1998 - 2001.  Approximately 184 

lots have been created through the ANR process at an average 

rate of 18.5 per year.  There have been approximately 15 

subdivisions since 1998 which have produced 183 lots.  One 

Age Restricted Housing development has produced 65 housing 

units. 

 

Lots created through the ANR process are often ñflag lots,ò 

which must meet a 75ô frontage requirement, average lot width 

and lot size requirements, but are not regulated otherwise.  Flag 

lots get their name because the frontage is enough to create an 

access drive, but a substantial portion of the property is in back 

of another property.  Flag lots are detrimental to the character 

of established neighborhoods because the chopped 

development patterns consume large amounts of land.  

 
Table 2-8: Subdivisions and ANR Lots 1998 - 2007 

 
 

Year 

 
Definitive 

Subdivisions 

 
 

# of Lots 

Approval 
Not 

Required 

 
 

Other 

1998 1 15 23  

1999 1 2 14  

2000 4 39 12  

2001 5 95 16  

2002   17  

2003   16  

2004   26  

2005 1 9 26  

2006   13 65 ARH 

2007 2 23 21  

Source: Data from W. Springfield Planning Department, 2008 

 

Land Use Conflicts and Incompatibility 

The incompatibili ty of land uses is an issue in West 

Springfield.  For instance, many residential properties in the 

vicinity of the central business district are abutted on all sides 

by industrial property.  Portions of southeastern West 
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Springfield, near the river, are somewhat ñspot-zoned,ò with 

small lots classified as Neighborhood Business next to small 

lots classified as Business A.  The zoning regulations must be 

reviewed and revised to improve the situation that these 

properties are in by potentially grandfathering existing uses and 

modifying the non-conformity regulations.  A process should 

be implemented to acquire either the residential or industrial 

properties and incorporate them into the abutting district to 

enhance the neighborhood and enable it to function at its 

highest and best use. 

 

Density of Development 

Most of the potentially developable residential land in West 

Springfield is zoned for low density residential development.  

Such a designation may affect affordability and limit certain 

groups from the ability to purchase property as land values will 

be higher for potential lots due to their larger size.  Developing 

regulations to accommodate smaller lots to reduce land costs 

may help continue the affordable nature of housing in West 

Springfield.  Also, rezoning portions of potentially developable 

low density residential properties to Planned Unit Development 

will help to better control growth and reduce sprawl. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Photo 2-4: Vacant Property, Beals and Thomas, June 2008 

 

 

Vacant Properties 

Economic uncertainties and the residual effects of subprime 

lending has caused turmoil in the real estate market, causing 

many foreclosures and abandonment of property.  It is possible 

that properties in West Springfield will be affected by these 

issues and the town must adopt a strategy to deal with future 

consequences.  Keeping an inventory of abandoned property 

(or properties in tax title) will help keep awareness of the 

situation and it may also be helpful in the future economic 

development of West Springfield as businesses inquire about 

available sites or consider redevelopment.   

 

Balancing Conservation with Development 

The preservation of open space and recreation will continue to 

be a challenge in West Springfield as the community faces 


