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INTRODUCTION

The North Providence Comprehensive Plan provides a long-range guide for the Town's future
with a comprehensive look at the community as a whole. It assesses historic and current trends,
presents the vision residents have for the town, and provides the framework for reaching that
vision. The framework incorporates goals, policies and recommendations that are short, mid-
term and long term in nature. These focus on the following eight plan elements:

Land Use

Housing, including affordable housing,
Economic Development,

Services and Facilities,

Natural Resources,

Cultural Resources

Open Space and Recreation, and
Circulation

The North Providence Comprehensive Plan was originally approved by the State of Rhode
Island on September 22, 1998. This document responds to the mandate of the State
Comprehensive Planning and Land Use Act that the community comprehensive plan be
updated periodically. This 2012 Plan e supersedes the previous plan and is in force upon its
adoption by the Town Council.

Format of the 2012 Plan

The preparation of this Plan provided an opportunity for the Town to review its progress in
meeting the goals established in the 1998 Plan, review the relevancy of these goals and policies
relative to changing conditions in the Town and provide a chance to revise, delete or add goals
the Town feels will further support its future vision. It is also the intent of this Plan to present
the public with a more user-friendly document that more clearly articulates the vision of the
Town and its objectives.

This Plan presents each element from the original Plan. Within each element, there is a brief
discussion of the technical information from the 1998 Plan that required updating due to data
inaccuracies or changed conditions. The complete Implementation and Recommendation
Program of each element is presented and amended, as needed. Changes and amendments to
the original Plan are based on the public participation program which included a series of
public workshops and coordinated meetings with local committees, boards and commissions.

Regional Coordination

The Town of North Providence makes conscientious efforts to coordinate with adjacent towns
to ensure consistency with their local comprehensive plans and to meet regional goals. This
Plan is no different. Collaborative issues include:
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e North Providence is an urban fringe community that provides a transition between the
high density urban environment of Providence to the south and the lower density
suburban communities of Lincoln, Smithfield and Johnston to the north. This plan
therefore provides for similar transition within North Providence from higher density,
urban land uses south of Mineral Spring Avenue to more suburban densities north of
Mineral Spring Avenue.

e The former Camp Meehan property is a significant tract of open space that straddles the
boundary between North Providence and Lincoln. The Town is working to ensure that
this important open space is maintained for the benefit of the public in both
communities.

e The Woonasquatucket and West Rivers are important natural resources for North
Providence. The Woonasquatucket also flows through Glocester, North Smithfield,
Smithfield, Johnston, and Providence while the West River flows through Lincoln,
Smithfield, and Providence. The Town is working with its neighbors to promote the
restoration and preservation of the Woonasquatucket and West River watersheds as
environmental, recreational, cultural, and economic assets.

e The campus of Rhode Island College straddles the border between North Providence
and Providence. Both communities are working together to support the College and to
ensure that surrounding land uses are compatible.

Consistency with State Guide Plans

This Plan has been prepared to be consistent with the State Guide Plan, including the most
recently updated elements:

e Land Use 2025 (State Guide Plan Element 121)

e Transportation 2030 (State Guide Plan Element 611)

e State Housing Plan (State Guide Plan Element 421)

e Economic Development Strategy (State Guide Element 211)

¢ Drought Management Plan (State Guide Element 724)

e Comprehensive Solid Waste Management Plan (State Guide Element 171)

Major Initiatives of the 2012 Plan

Land Use

The Town of North Providence is rapidly reaching build-out, with more than 90% of the
available land area already developed. Population growth has slowed dramatically as the
supply of readily developable land has been consumed and the rate of population growth of the
State as a whole has declined. The emphasis of the 1998 plan on major new developments as an
approach to accommodating community growth has therefore become irrelevant. This new
plan replaces the emphasis of the 1998 plan on rapid growth and new development with an
emphasis on slower growth, redevelopment and in-fill development instead. The changing
emphasis from new development to redevelopment has implications for each of the eight plan
elements as described below.
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Housing

The 1998 plan placed an emphasis on construction of new multi-family housing, as opposed to
single family residences, to ensure a steady supply of available and affordable housing for a
growing population, particularly in the face of declining availability of land. Encouraging new,
multi-family developments, particularly condominiums and apartment complexes, was seen as
the most efficient way to rapidly increase the supply of available housing while minimizing
impacts on the demand for community services. In retrospect, this policy was very effective,
and the available supply of land in the community was rapidly consumed by development of
large scale condominium and apartment complexes. Now that the Town is approaching build-
out, the supply of land is no longer adequate to support this approach to creating housing
opportunities. ~Although new construction will remain an important part of the Town's
program for increasing the supply of affordable housing, this Plan focuses on three additional
approaches.

The first is a new emphasis on finding ways to make existing vacant housing more available
and more affordable. North Providence, like the State and the Nation, has been confronted with
an epidemic of mortgage foreclosures. Mortgage foreclosures and a tightening of lending
standards have left the community with an abundance of vacant housing units. These vacant
units are driving down property values and detracting from the vibrancy of the neighborhoods
in which they sit. To counteract this effect, this plan includes recommendations that will place
an increased emphasis of housing programs on making existing vacant units affordable and
available to current and future residents.

The second approach to meeting housing needs is facilitating conversion of former industrial
complexes to residential uses. This approach acknowledges that the decline of manufacturing
locally is most likely irreversible. It also recognizes that underutilized and poorly maintained
industrial complexes are a potential source of blight if reuse is not encouraged. This approach
also allows the Town to increase the supply of available and affordable housing while
protecting the limited supply of remaining open space and ensuring the protection of the
historic values of the industrial buildings that were once the heart of the community.

The third approach is in-fill development in areas where larger lots provide opportunities to
make more efficient use of land in compliance with all zoning and subdivision requirements.
This approach is in keeping with the State Guide Plan Land Use 2025 which identifies the Town
as within the public facility service area and therefore capable of accommodating higher density
development. At the same time, this Plan recognizes that the Town contains many substandard
lots of record that could lead to inappropriate development. It therefore also recommends a
review of substandard lots of record and consolidation of parcels to ensure that all in-fill
development will conform to current zoning standards.

Economic Development

North Providence is essentially a “bedroom” community, with most of its land area occupied by
residential development. The 1998 plan concluded that industrial development and industrial
redevelopment offered the best opportunities for economic growth, job creation, and tax base
growth in the Town. Since that time the Town, like the State of Rhode Island and the nation as
a whole, experienced a steady decline in industrial activity, particularly manufacturing. Many
major industries closed down, moved away, or out-sourced their manufacturing operations to
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overseas producers. As a result, the emphasis of the 1998 plan on industrial uses for economic
development is no longer applicable. This Plan therefore provides a new focus on commercial
development and redevelopment as the most appropriate approaches to economic
development, job creation, and tax base growth for the future of the community.

As with housing, this plan recommends a hierarchy of commercial development goals. The
primary emphasis will be placed on putting new businesses into existing vacant and
underutilized commercial properties. The secondary emphasis will be on redevelopment of
outdated and moribund commercial properties, and the third will be encouraging new
commercial development on the few remaining tracts of available commercial land.

Service and Facilities

The 1998 Plan placed an emphasis on updating and expanding services and facilities,
particularly water supply, sewer service, police and emergency services in order to better serve
an expanding population. The exception was fire protection, which was identified as an area
for potential consolidation to improve service delivery. Most of the goals enunciated in the
1998 Plan for updating and expanding services and facilities have been met and the Town is
presently well served by its facilities. In addition, the Fire Department has been consolidated
with the closing of the Geneva station and the goals for that Department have been met as well.

This Plan recognizes that the existing services and facilities are adequate to meet existing and
projected needs without further expansion. The new challenge is to find a way to continue to
fund the maintenance and operation of the current systems over the long term. This Plan
contains several recommendations to help improve the tax base to ensure the availability of
future funding for police, emergency services and the school department and it also includes
specific recommendations that will help the Town ensure necessary funding for repair and
maintenance of roadways, sewers, and water systems.

Natural Resources

The 1998 Plan recognized the importance of the few remaining natural areas in the community
and emphasized the importance of the Woonasquatucket and West Rivers with associated
wetlands as critical natural resources worthy of protection. This Plan does not depart
significantly from the approach to protection of natural resources contained in the 1998 plan,
but it updates some of those approaches. In particular, this Plan places a greater emphasis on
floodplain protection, natural hazard vulnerability assessment and hazard mitigation, in
recognition of new state guidelines in these areas. This Plan recognizes that the Town now has
a community Land Trust to acquire important properties. It also includes recommendations for
implementing updated measures for the protection of natural resources short of acquiring
properties including programs for purchase of development rights, transfer of development
rights (TDR) and securing conservation easements.

Cultural Resources

The 1998 Plan encouraged protection of historic resources by providing a series of
recommendations to improve protection. Only one of these, the recommendation to implement
historic district zoning, was actually fully implemented. Other important recommendations
seem to have fallen by the wayside. This Plan reiterates most of the policies and
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recommendations of the 1998 plan almost verbatim with minor editorial changes. However,
this Plan also includes a new recommendation that the Town require an assessment of impacts
on historic and cultural resources as part of the site plan review process. This recommendation
is provided to help prevent accidental damage or destruction of historical resources due to
construction activities.

Open Space and Recreation

Like the 1998 Plan, this Plan seeks to ensure an adequate supply of open space for the
community and to ensure that all residents have access to recreational facilities. Unlike the 1998
Plan, this plan encourages the Town to secure open space without adding formal recreational
facilities, such as basketball courts, ball fields, or formal picnic areas in order to provide more
opportunities for passive recreation. =~ This plan encourages use of Town owned properties for
multiple recreational uses, rather than single purpose facilities and recommends a town wide
system of parks providing opportunities for both active and passive recreation.

Circulation

The 1998 Plan recognized that the private automobile is the preferred means of transportation
for most North Providence residents. This Plan also recognizes that reality and includes
recommendations for enhanced automobile transportation including a pavement management
program, access management plans for major roadways and a reassessment of parking
requirements. However, this Plan also seeks to encourage alternative modes of transportation
such as measures to encourage transit use and efforts to retain and improve existing transit
service despite fiscal constraints. This Plan also recommends more improvements for
pedestrians and bicycles, including a multi-use trail linking residential neighborhoods with
parks and recreation sites across the northern part of the town.

Public Participation Process

The preparation of this Plan involved the public through a series of public workshops and
meetings. A general public workshop was held at the Town Hall in December of 2010. Several
local committees were met with individually, including the Land Trust, Environmental
Commission, Recreation Department, Fire Department, Police Department, Department of
Education and Planning Board. Department heads were also interviewed and provided input.
Prior to public hearings, a presentation was also given to the Town Council.
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LAND USE

The Land Use Element presents information on historic land use trends, existing land use,
potential development within the town, and future land use goals and policies. This element
provides a future land use plan and recommends specific actions for the future of land use in
North Providence.

Background

According to the Rhode Island Comprehensive Plan and Land Use Regulation Act, the Land
Use Element designates the proposed general distribution and general location along with the
interrelationship of land use for residential, commercial, industrial, open space, recreational,
community facilities and other categories of public and private uses of land. The Land Use
Element is based upon the other elements contained in the Comprehensive Plan and must relate
the proposed standards of population density to the capacity of the land and available or
planned facilities and services. A land use plan map, illustrating the future strategy and land
use policy of the municipality as defined by the comprehensive plan, is required. The land use
plan must contain an analysis of any inconsistencies between existing zoning districts and the
future land use plan. The analysis must consider zoning district boundaries and the standards
and use requirements for zoning districts compared to land use goals and policies. The land use
plan must also specify the process by which the zoning ordinance and zoning map will be
amended to conform to the comprehensive plan. The Act requires that the zoning ordinance be
brought into conformance with the future land use plan along with a schedule for doing so.

Land Use Setting/Constraints and Opportunities

The development of a community is affected by physical, economic and regulatory influences.
The combination of these influences determines how the community will grow and develop.
Physical influences include topographic conditions and natural constraints. Natural constraints
such as soils, wetlands, floodplains, steep slopes, shallow groundwater, bedrock, etc. all
influence the rate and location of development. National, regional and local economic
conditions and the pressures of supply and demand affect development trends as does the
location of the community in relation to major economic activities, regional job centers,
transportation networks and the availability of water supply and wastewater disposal systems.
Finally, the laws that govern development, such as local ordinances and state and federal
government laws and policies, will affect development.

The following provides an overview of how these factors have influenced development in
North Providence, particularly since the mid 1960s, when community growth was most rapid.

The 1965 Zoning Ordinance

This document, more than any other factor, most influenced the rate of growth in the town. The
ordinance was in effect from 1965 to 1987, a 22 year period in which land developed for
residential use increased by close to 700 acres and vacant land declined from 42% of all town
lands to just 14% of that total in 1990. Liberal zoning densities and less restrictive parking and
dimensional requirements resulted in the proliferation of multifamily development that
resulted in the addition of 2,496 housing units from 1980 to 1988 alone.
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Commercial growth, particularly along Mineral Spring Avenue, was also prevalent as
commercial acreage doubled between 1966 and 1988. In 1987, significant density reductions
were enacted, reducing the per acre allowances for multifamily residential development to nine
units per acre. The town realized that the existing standards were creating developmental
densities which were having an adverse impact on traffic congestion and the demand for town
services.

Since that time, the 1987 Zoning Ordinance and restrictions on available undeveloped land have
reduced the rate of new development. They also helped lead to a changeover from a primary
focus on single family development to multi-family development, particularly through adaptive
reuse of former industrial buildings and through redevelopment of underutilized properties.
Figure LU 1 shows building permits issued between 2000 and 2009. It shows a marked
downturn in housing starts after 2006. It also shows a noticeable switch from single family to
multi-family permits.
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Source: RI Economic Development Corporation, Town of North Providence

Figure LU 1: Building Permits Issued for New Construction between 2000 and 2009

Public Facilities

Water and sewer service have long been available in North Providence. Because both sewer and
water service are readily accessible, there has never been a need for lots to have soils suitable for
on-site wastewater disposal systems or the need to utilize groundwater for domestic water
supply, making the development of land relatively easy. The entire Town of North Providence
is located within the Urban Services Boundary as established by Land Use 2025; as such,
residential development of 5+ units per acre is encouraged within the Town by the State as
compatible with available public facilities.

The Natural Physical Setting

The topography of the town is shaped by three natural features, the Woonasquatucket River,
the West River and Canada Pond. The town rises and falls from west to east forming drainage
basins for these three major drainage ways. Topography rises from the Woonasquatucket River
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east to Smithfield Road, declines to the West River at Douglas Avenue, rises again to
Woodward Road, descends to Canada Pond and finally rises again rapidly east of Charles
Street. These three watersheds are the most significant natural features in the town, accounting
for its undulating topography and providing several dynamic vistas.

Metropolitan Influence

The Town of North Providence is located directly north of the City of Providence, the capital of
the State of Rhode Island. It is adjacent to the economic center of the state and its economic core,
including the cities of Providence and Pawtucket. Both cities border North Providence and
both annexed parts of North Providence in the 1800s. Providence annexed industrial land along
the Woonasquatucket River and the Old Cove Lands. Pawtucket annexed commercial and
industrial land on the west side of the Pawtucket River. This left the bulk of the town with
mostly rural and residential development by 1874, when North Providence’s borders were
finally set. What little industrial land remained was concentrated in the mill villages along the
Woonasquatucket and West Rivers.

In the 1950s and 1960s, the Town of North Providence became an attractive residential
community for people from Providence and Pawtucket who wished to move away from more
congested settings. People from Providence moved north, while those from Pawtucket moved
west to purchase single family homes, through the variety of programs made available by the
federal government. The Veterans Administration and the FHA (Federal Housing
Administration) were the two main agencies providing funding at that time. Commercial
establishments were developed to support this growth, particularly in the older mill village of
Centredale. Other development occurred in the populated areas of Fruit Hill and Marieville.

During the 1970s and 1980s development reached into formerly rural areas north of Mineral
Spring Avenue. This development took the form of new single family subdivisions, apartments
and condominiums. New apartment construction occurred along Douglas Avenue, while
condominiums dominated the area near Smithfield Road and Louisquisset. Single family homes
were primarily developed in the western part of town. Without a true town center, North
Providence's commercial growth was characterized by strip development, particularly along
Mineral Spring Avenue. This road, with its extensive retail and service base, is now the
commercial heart of the town. It stretches roughly 2.5 miles from Pawtucket to Centredale.

North Providence is easily accessible from Providence and Pawtucket, hence the attraction for
families from these areas. Access is provided along local streets such as Admiral, Smith,
Charles, Douglas and Mineral Spring Avenue. Major highways also serve the town including,
Route 146 (Louisquisett Pike) and Route 95 to the east and Route 295 to the west.

The 1966 Comprehensive Plan

When the Town’s 1966 Plan was developed, virtually the entire northern half of North
Providence was developed and Mineral Spring Avenue had begun to take shape as the town's
commercial corridor. The plan recommended medium density development north of Mineral
Spring Avenue, with a mix of commercial, institutional, professional, and residential uses along
the roadway itself. The plan was never adopted and had limited influence upon the
development that occurred after that period.
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The 1998 Comprehensive Plan

In the early 1990s, the Town hired a consultant and prepared a new Comprehensive Plan that
was adopted by the Town Council in 1992 and approved by the State after undergoing several
revisions. This plan was the first to recognize that most of the readily developable land in the
Town was already developed, focusing on infill development and on redevelopment of
underutilized properties. The 1998 Plan provided detailed findings and set numerous goals
and policies that have been used by Town officials to guide development and redevelopment
throughout the Town. The 1998 Plan provided the original basis for this new Comprehensive
Plan.

Land Use Trends - Historic Profile

In 1966, when the first land use inventory was conducted, the vacant or open space land use
category represented 42% of all land within the town. A full 1,625 acres remained open at that
time. Prior to 1996, development had been concentrated in the southern portion of the town and
along its east and west borders. The mill villages of Greystone, Centredale, Allendale and
Lymansville formed the western corridor. On the east, residential growth spread into
Marieville from Providence and Pawtucket. Subdivisions were being developed in Woodhaven,
Lee's Farm and Gillen Plat. In-fill development continued to occur on the vacant platted lots in
the town.

North Providence has matured to an almost fully developed suburban community. This is
supported by Table LU 1, which shows a comparison of major land use categories between
1988, 1995 and 2004. Three factors emerge from this comparison. One is residential
development is the number one land use category, representing 65% of all land developed. The
movement away from a manufacturing base to a commercial based economy is also evident as
indicated by the loss of industrial acreage. Finally, vacant land has decreased over the years as
infill development occurs.

Table LU 1: Summary of Land Uses, 1988, 1995 and 2004.
1988 1995 2004
Land Use
(acres) (acres) (acres)

Residential 23718  64.0% 2451.8  66.1% 24101 65.0%
Commercial 3176 8.6% 3237  8.7% 301.0 8.1%
Industrial (including Waste Disposal, Mines,

Quarries) 1215  3.3% 119.7  3.2% 80.0  22%
Roads and Utilities 411 1.1% 411 1.1% 42.8 1.2%
Vacant Land/Urban Open Areas 335 09% 187  05% 13.8 0.4%
Institutional / Public Other 154.2 4.2% 159.6 4.3% 148.5 4.0%
Agriculture 296 0.8% 219  0.6% 8.9 0.2%
Forested and Vegetated Areas 319.0 8.6% 2548  6.9% 4749 12.8%
Water 707 1.9% 707 1.9% 802  22%
Developed Recreation 1129  3.0% 1147  3.1% 1244 3.4%
Wetlands 1361 3.7% 1313 3.5% 23.5 0.6%
Total Acres 3708.0 3708.0 3708.0

Source: RIGIS
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Existing Use of Land

Map 1 is a map of existing land uses (2004) using data from RIGIS. The following provides a
detailed description of these land uses by neighborhood. The neighborhood boundaries used in
this discussion are shown on Map 2. Map 3 shows existing zoning classifications.

Centredale

Both the old and the new town halls are located in Centredale, making it the Town’s informal
“capital”. Commercial uses are also concentrated along Smith Street and Mineral Spring
Avenue in Centredale, making it an important commercial center at the intersections of Smith
Street with Mineral Spring and Woonasquatucket Avenues. Industrial uses are limited to
clusters along the Woonasquatucket River west of Waterman Avenue and Smith St. Most of the
residential land is occupied by single family residences on small lots although there is also a
large amount of elderly housing located in Centredale. Maple Gardens and Sunset Terrace are
two such housing developments. Another elderly housing development is Brook Village Manor
located along the Woonasquatucket River in the south of Centredale.

The Centredale School is located south of Mineral Spring Avenue and east of Smith Street. This
school includes grades K-8 and occupies 7.3 acres of land. A number of retail and service
establishments are also located in Centredale. The Centredale business district is located within
the Centredale by-pass on Smith Street. The Old Town Hall is located on the south side of
Mineral Spring Avenue. The existing Town Hall is located at 2000 Smith Street.

Mineral Spring Avenue in Centredale has numerous uses associated with it from Locust
Avenue to the Centredale by-pass on both the north and south sides. The existing land use
pattern consists predominantly of commercial uses with some remaining single family homes
and two- to five-family dwelling units. There are also apartments east of Locust Avenue.

Greystone

Greystone is located just north of Centredale in the northwest corner of North Providence,
bordered to the west by the Woonasquatucket River, which also serves as the boundary with
the Town of Johnston. It is generally bordered to the east by the Wenscott Reservoir, the
