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MORATORIUM 
 

“The future growth of Lancaster isn’t a given: the Town can materially shape the 
growth which will occur using such Town interventions as zoning changes...” 

--Herr & James Assoc, “Lancaster Growth Expectations” May 24,2006 
 

“There is strong agreement between the intentions of town officials with the 
intention of residents for guiding growth…Protecting Lancaster’s rural and historic 

character…many important steps for accomplishing that protection haven’t yet 
been implemented.” 

==Herr & James, Nov 9, 2005 
 

To see if the town shall vote to adopt a six month moratorium on the permitting of retail 
developments of regional impact, which for the purpose of this motion, shall be defined 
as any retail development in excess of 100,000 square feet of gross leasable area, for the 
purpose of updating the zoning ordinance and comprehensive land use plan of the 
town to address the issues of managing growth and maintaining the small town character 
and scale of the community and its built environment, or otherwise act thereon 
 
We have proposed this amendment because the town of Lancaster is wholly unprepared 
to present its final Master Plan for future land use in our town, and any subsequent 
zoning regulations. Until these documents are both adopted, the town is mid-stream in its 
planning process, and could benefit greatly by deferring action on large scale proposals 
that could alter the town’s special character for years. 
 

1. We are proposing a 6-month moratorium on large-scale retail development. This 
is an appropriate time to do this, because the town is still in the drafting stages of 
a Lancaster Master Plan update. Neither the Master Plan, nor any subsequent 
zoning bylaw changes, has been proposed.  

2. According to the draft Master Plan, Lancaster has enough large areas of land 
available for business development to accommodate 24 million square feet of 
building area. We are in a very vulnerable position without more definition of 
how our zoning will reflect the “town we want.”  

3. The new Plan seeks to attract “good job opportunities…and to do it in ways which 
are carefully supportive of the town’s cultural and natural resources.” These 
“carefully supportive” ways have not been put into zoning, and the town cannot 
present them to developers.  

4. The new Plan warns, “should out of control business development damage the 
town’s image and values as a fine residential community, the net fiscal impact 
could be negative.” The Plan notes that “a drop of 5% in residential values could 



almost wholly wipe out any fiscal gain form a 50% increase in business 
valuations.”  

5. The new Plan talks about creating a “new Highway Corridor District,” but offers 
no guidance about how the zone should be defined. This is the kind of work that 
can be done during a moratorium, without putting the town at risk of getting 
proposals which our incompatible with our goals.  

6. The new Plan talks about “exploring the possibility of zoning regulations 
facilitating pedestrian-scaled village development for the large-scale businesses.” 
None of these regulations have been proposed, leaving the town unprepared to 
insist upon “village development,” or define what that means. 

7. The town of Lancaster is at a critical point in preventing unmanaged growth vs. 
promoting “smart growth.” In “The Town We Want,” the new Master Plan states 
that one of our “most basic goals” is to protect and preserve Lancaster’s “classic 
New England pattern of village and working countryside.”  

8. The draft Master Plan talks repeatedly of “guiding development.” Currently, 
without updating our zoning bylaws, we will be “guided by” developers instead. 

9. While Master Plan redrafting is taking place, the town is functioning under a 
Master Plan, which does not reflect many of the proposed land use goals, and 
objectives found in the draft plan update. Developers are filing very large 
developments of regional significance, but the town is mid-stream in its planning 
and zoning process. A moratorium will protect the town during this interim 
period, and allow completion of the new Master Plan and development of new 
zoning changes in response to this new plan. 

10. The draft Master Plan says the town seeks “to preserve its rural, historic character 
at the same time as we want business and job opportunities for local residents to 
expand…we want the new buildings..to be located, designed and used in harmony 
with the historic land use tradition and pattern of the town.” 

11. The Plan says, “Lancaster has not adopted laws as strong as have many towns 
controlling wetlands alterations, development within floodplains, or protecting 
aquifers and other water resources.” A moratorium would give the town the 
opportunity to improve its protection of important water resources. 

12. The new Plan says that development should be guided away from critical natural 
areas toward “more thickly settled sections of town,” and notes that “designing 
and adopting a system of regulatory and policy controls to accomplish this goal 
will be a major step forward toward protecting and preserving the critical natural 
areas and open space of Lancaster.” No large-scale developments should be 
processed until such policy controls are in place. We should be directing 
development into already settled areas in a more compact development format. 

13. The new Master Plan says that we want to “encourage business development that 
is appropriate in type, location and design, so that it enhances its surroundings, 
rather than having to be shielded from them.” Even though the town is working 
on a new master plan, we currently have absolutely no provisions in our zoning 
by law that deals with issues of size and intensity of land use, or guarantees that 
the “traditional pattern” of development in the town will be followed. Our small 
town is thus vulnerable to a continuous stream of out of town developers who will 



try to dramatically change the character of our residential community, and 
diminish our open space and historic features. 

14. Many of us made our largest financial investment in this town because of its rural, 
small town qualify of life. We did not buy land in Lancaster to live on top of 
large, sprawling commercial complexes that are found almost everywhere. 

15. The new draft Master Plan proposes a new “Enterprise” zone, which has not be 
written yet into our zoning code. Lancaster’s zoning by law was not written with 
very large-scale projects in mind. The new Master Plan notes that “a design 
challenge in the Enterprise areas is to guide development so as that, despite the 
relative large scale and regional orientation of businesses in those areas, they will 
reflect the special qualities of the town in which they lie, providing at least some 
measure of design coherence along the Lancaster portion of Route 2, and some 
degree of character connection with the town.” Without a moratorium, we can 
have no “design coherence” or “character connection” for large projects proposed 
before we adopt new zoning rules.  

16. The draft Master Plan says that “Enterprise areas” will accommodate “relatively 
large scale of structures” but “in a way that achieves compatibility with the 
special context of Lancaster.” Without a moratorium, Lancaster’s zoning does not 
reflect this “compatibility” or “special context” of the town. This must be in place 
to help guide large proposals.  

17. A time-limited moratorium on development is a standard, mainstream-zoning tool 
used by communities that want to step back from the table to do some planning. 

18. While we have been reworking our master plan, developers have not waited for 
our new vision to emerge. We must enact a moratorium because without such 
protection, we will continue to operate with no vision in place about what kind of 
land use is acceptable, and what is not. 

19. A six month moratorium gives us a time-certain within to not only finish our 
master plan, but more importantly, to draft and pass a series of updates to our 
zoning bylaw, which has not been amended in 5 years.  

20. We need to have not only an updated vision through our master plan, but we need 
a zoning bylaw that reflects that vision—and we need to do both without having 
the pressure of developers trying to push proposals through that might conflict 
with our zoning vision. 

21. This is an important planning tool for the town, a “time out” to allow us to 
organize our plans and present them in a more coherent way. 

22. We have the choice to either “plan, or be planned upon.” With no updated zoning 
code, we will continue to be led around by developers, whose vision may not be 
compatible with our land use goals. 

 
SHOPPING CENTER DEFINITION 

 
To see if the Town will amend its Zoning By-laws by changing the definition of "Shopping 
Center" stated in "Article 11: Definitions" on page 39 from "Shopping Center - a group 
of not less than 15 units serving the general retail trade and including retail sales and 
service stores, shops, banks, indoor theaters, restaurants and similar establishments, 



planned and designed as a single unit, and having a gross leaseable area of not less than 
100,000 square feet, with immediately adjoining off-street parking facilities." 
 
To 
 
 "Shopping Center - one or more units adjacent to each other or within three hundred 
feet (300) of each, serving the general retail trade and including retail sales and service 
stores, shops, banks, indoor theaters, restaurants and similar establishments, planned 
and designed as one or more units having a gross leaseable area of not less than 100,000 
square feet, with immediately adjoining off-street parking facilities."  or otherwise act 
thereon 
 
The town acknowledges that “shopping centers” are not a desirable land use in most 
districts. Lancaster’s zoning bylaw Use Regulation Schedule, 3.20, allows shopping 
centers permitted by right only in the Highway Business zone. Shopping centers are not 
allowed in any other district (residential, neighborhood business, limited office, light 
industry, general industry, flood plain, etc.) 
 

1. We have proposed a clarification in the town’s definition of a “shopping center” 
found in Article 11 in the zoning by law. 

2. The current definition is poorly drafted, and needs to be clarified so that the 
common sense meaning of what a ‘shopping center’ is becomes transparent. 

3. The current definition says that a shopping center is “a group of not less than 15 
units.” What is a “unit? Is it a store, a department with a store, a building, etc? 

4. To eliminate any confusion, we recommend that “shopping center” be defined as 
“one or more units.” This means that you can answer: store, department, 
building—any of the above---without challenging the intent of the ordinance. 

5. The rest of the definition is acceptable: it has a reasonable minimum floor size 
threshold of 100,000 square feet—which means that if a developer came to 
Lancaster with plans for a group of 4 or 5 retail buildings, or departments, or 
units---whatever—it would not qualify as a shopping center if its total square 
footage was less than 100,000 vs. 

6. The reasons “one or more units”  works is because of the minimum gross leasable 
area limit. Any project which is more than 100,000 s.f. (which is more than two 
times the size of a football field, should be considered a “shopping center” by its 
scale alone—and not how many “units” it has, regardless of how a unit is defined. 

7. To end any controversy over what a “unit” is, we recommend that the town say 
“one or more units” so that size becomes the more operative part of this 
definition, not the potential definition of “units.”  

8. We want to be clear that in our opinion, a very large retail complex, whether it is 
contained under one roof, or several separate buildings, is still “planned and 
designed as a single unit,” and is therefore a shopping center. We consider a super 
center, for example, which has 36 departments, many of which operate as a “store 
within a store”; to be an example of a shopping center, especially when the 
company that builds these centers describes them as a “one stop shopping center.” 



But to eliminate any doubt about what a shopping center is, we urge the town to 
adopt the change in definition as proposed.  


