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Part 1
Presentation + Q&A

▪ Welcome & Introductions

▪ Project Background

▪ Phase I: Bylaw Review & Zoning 

Diagnostic Report

▪ Phase II: Zoning Bylaw Recodification 

& Community Vision

▪ Phase III: Zoning Bylaw Development

▪ Visioning & Engagement Activities 

▪ Wrap Up & Next Steps

Virtual Open House

Use the link or QR provided to view content and 

provide input on your experiences and visions for

future zoning in Essex.

Part 2
Visioning & Engagement Activities

In-person Open House
View the presentation boards and provide input 
on your experiences and visions for future zoning 
in Essex.

Agenda
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How We Got Here?



What is zoning?

Historically, zoning was established 

to protect the health, safety and

welfare of a community by 

separating incompatible land uses 

from one another.

Zoning regulates how land is 

used across the town and shapes

buildings, homes, and 

neighborhoods.
“This chapter is enacted in accordance with the 

provisions of Chapter 40A, Massachusetts General 

Laws, for the purpose of promoting the health, safety, 

and welfare of the inhabitants of the town.”

Town of Essex Bylaw: Chapter 6 Zoning, Section 6-1.3 
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Phase I Goals

▪ Understand Essex’s existing 

land use patterns.

▪ Gauge public opinion on the 

existing Zoning Bylaw.

▪ Consider best planning 

practices and provide 

recommendations on ways the 

Town’s zoning can be modified 

in the future.



Previous Engagement

Virtual Community Forums

Forum Participants

Focus Groups

Stakeholder Interviews

Survey Respondents

HOW WE GOT THE

WORD OUT…

flyers

website 

& email

word of 

mouth

social

media “Real zoning is essential to reduce property 

owners' uncertainties and establish areas as 

appropriate for varied uses.”

“Commercial use should be more 

restricted and NOT be less than 

Home Occupation requirements.”

“Would prefer to see land uses 

regulated by zoning districts, it 

is more predictable and fairer, 

less discretion” 

“We need to step up and create 

state-defined affordable 

housing units.”

“Create a whole new zoning by-law that takes into 

consideration what the town's people want Essex to 

look like in the next 5, 10, 20 and 50 years. then 

create zoning districts that reflect that vision.”

“Articulate town's vision of itself and the bring 

clarity to zoning bylaw; currently fairly vague -

partly b/c of town's historic aversion to zoning but 

also its lack of commitment”



Townwide Survey

What are the most 

important land use 

challenges?

48%

50%

45%

37%

24%

9%

12%

36%

53%

61%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Existing regulations are difficult for
landowners and project applicants to

understand

There is no location designated as
appropriate for growth in the town

Incompatible uses locating next to each
other

Managing growth in an appropriate and
sustainable manner

Other (please explain)

Least Important Less Important Important Most Important



Key Recommendations 

1
Establish zoning districts and use table 

organized by zoning district and address 

nonconforming uses that may result from 

rezoning.

1

Expand staffing capacity to 

adequately administer and 

enforce the bylaw

7

Develop a robust community 

engagement strategy to ensure 

zoning reflects community goals

8

Remove barriers to 

expanding housing 

options

3

Update use regulations, 

dimensional standards, and 

development standards

2
Improve the application 

review process
6

Align zoning and general 

bylaws with community 

values

4

Make the bylaw more user-

friendly for both Town 

officials and the general 

public

5





Phase II Goals

▪Update and amend Essex’s Zoning and Land 

Use Regulations to reflect and better align with

community values

▪ Create a more use-friendly zoning bylaw

▪Guide growth and improve the quality of 
future development

▪ Ensure consistency with the State Zoning Act 
and incorporate recent statutes and 
regulations



What is a Zoning Bylaw Recodification?

The recodification process for Phase II is like a “spring cleaning”  or tidying up of Essex’s 

Zoning Bylaw. 

“Recodification” means to recode a set of laws or rules, or more simply put, to 

rearrange, reformat, and reorganize. 

The recodification process proposes the following changes:

▪ Consistent formatting, numbering, and labeling

▪ Reorganizing the layout of the bylaw so it’s easier to navigate;

aiming for more “user-friendly” layout

▪ Relocating text to more intuitive locations within the bylaw

▪ Consolidating definitions scattered throughout the bylaw in one location

▪ Correcting known typographical errors

▪ Ensuring that the existing text is consistent with State statutes and regulations

No substantive changes are being proposed as part of the Phase II recodification 

process. The recodified Zoning Bylaw will include ALL existing zoning language verbatim.



Why are we doing this project now?

▪ Implement recommendations of the 

Phase I Zoning Diagnostic Report 

▪ The current Zoning Bylaw is outdated, 

challenging to navigate and administer, 

and lacks consistency

▪ The recodified bylaw sets a framework 

so Essex’s zoning can be modified in the 

future



▪ The Town of Essex plans to place an article 

regarding the recodified Zoning Bylaw on 

the warrant for an annual Town Meeting 

in May!

▪ The Planning Board, will hold a public 

hearing on the Recodified Zoning Bylaw

▪ Town Meeting members will then be asked 

to adopt the recodified version of the 

Zoning Bylaw

2023 Warrant Articles 18 & 19



Current Organization Proposed Reorganization

Section 6-1: General Provisions Section 6-1: General Provisions

Section 6-2: Definitions Section 6-2: Definitions

Section 6-3: Land Use Regulations Section 6-3: Establishment of Districts

Section 6-4: Non-Conforming Uses Section 6-4: Use Regulations

Section 6-5: Supplementary Provisions Section 6-5: Dimensional and Density Regulations

Section 6-6: Off-Street Parking and Loading Section 6-6: Development Regulations

Section 6-7: Signs Section 6-7: Additional Regulations

Section 6-8: Administration Section 6-8: Open Space Residential Development

Section 6-9: Board of Appeals Section 6-9: Nonconforming Uses and Structures

Section 6-10: Overlay Districts Section 6-10: Administration and Regulations

Section 6-11: Southern Conomo Point Zoning District

Section 6-12: Central Conomo Point Zoning District

Section 6-13: Open Space Residential Development

Section 6-14: Temporary Moratorium on Recreational Marijuana Establishments

Section 6-15: Essex Downtown Zoning District

Section 6-16: Temporary Moratorium on Business and Industrial Conversions

Proposed Layout and Format



Section 6-13: Open Space Residential Development Section 6-8: Open Space Residential Development

Section 6-1: General Provisions

Section 6-2: Definitions

Section 6-3: Land Use Regulations

Section 6-4: Non-Conforming Uses

Section 6-5: Supplementary Provisions

Section 6-6: Off-Street Parking and Loading

Section 6-7: Signs

Section 6-8: Administration

Section 6-9: Board of Appeals

Section 6-10: Overlay Districts

Section 6-11: Southern Conomo Point Zoning District

Section 6-12: Central Conomo Point Zoning District

Section 6-14: Temporary Moratorium on Recreational Marijuana Establishments

Section 6-15: Essex Downtown Zoning District

Section 6-16: Temporary Moratorium on Business and Industrial Conversions

Section 6-1: General Provisions

Section 6-2: Definitions

Section 6-3: Establishment of Districts

Section 6-4: Use Regulations

Section 6-5: Dimensional and Density Regulations

Section 6-6: Development Regulations

Section 6-7: Additional Regulations

Section 6-9: Nonconforming Uses and Structures

Section 6-10: Administration and Regulations

Proposed Reorganization of Zoning Bylaw
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Draft

Graphics, illustrations, 

and diagrams

Color-coded sections

Definitions with supporting 

illustrative graphics

Arlington, MA

Zoning Bylaw Features

Modernized & User-friendly Format



Tables

Use Table

Use Classification

Use Category

Use Types

Zoning Districts

Ipswich, MA

Zoning Bylaw Features



Graphics & Diagrams

Newton, MA

Zoning Ordinance Features

Intensity and Dimensional 
Standards Table

Measurement depictions and site design layouts



Zoning Ambassadors 

▪ Diverse group of Essex residents & business 

owners, from different areas of Town and 

with different perspectives, to serve as a 

sounding board for ideas and questions 

raised throughout the process

▪ Ambassadors will shape how the Town 

engages community members at different 

points in the project.



Priority Updates - Definitions

▪ Having a clear, modern, and 

workable set of definitions makes the 

Zoning Bylaw easier for users to 

interpret and administer. 



98%
of the town is within the 

General Zoning District

Downtown Zoning District (115 ac)

Southern Conomo 

Point (23 ac.)

Central Conomo 

Point (7.4 ac)

Priority Updates – Codify “General” Zoning District

▪ Approximately 98% of Essex’s 

land area lies within the Town’s 

unofficial “General” Zoning 

District. The district, however, is 

not codified in the Town's 

current Zoning Bylaw. 



Priority Updates – Explore District Zoning

▪ Any use (residential, commercial, 

industrial, etc.) on a lot located 

in the “General District” is 

permitted “as-of-right” if the lot 

meets the dimensional 

requirements for the use as 

prescribed in the Town's Zoning 

Bylaw. 



Priority Updates - Update Uses

▪ Uses listed in Section 6-3.1 of the 

current Zoning Bylaw are basic and 

lack precision and specificity. 

▪ For example, the current bylaw lacks 

a classification for public or 

institutional uses, such as town 

facilities, churches, etc. Recently, this 

vagueness in the bylaw made 

permitting the Town’s new public 

safety building more challenging. 

Essex Public Safety Building



Priority Updates - Site Plan Review

▪ Site Plan Review is regulatory tool that 

allows communities to review a proposed 

development project to assure that the 

project meets specific development 

standards, complies with local zoning 

regulations and does not adversely affect 

the community. 

▪ Site Plan Review usually focuses on parking, 

traffic, drainage, roadway construction, 

signage, utilities, screening, lighting, and 

other aspects of the proposal to arrive at 

the best possible design for the location.



Priority Updates - Affordable Housing

▪ During Phase I, several residents 

emphasized the need for a wider variety 

of housing and more affordable housing 

options. The current Zoning Bylaw does 

not address innovative housing options 

included in many modern development 

regulations, such as accessory dwelling 

units (ADUs), cottage housing, live/work 

units, and tiny homes.

64% OF Survey 

RESPONDENTS in 

WANT ACCESSORY 

DWELLING UNITS 

(ADUS)



Priority Updates - Scenic Roads

▪ Apple Street, Belcher Street, Choate Street, 

and Story Street have been designated 

scenic roads by the Town of Essex under 

M.G.L. Chapter 40A Section 15C. However, 

the current Zoning Bylaw does not mention 

or reflect an established Scenic Roads 

Bylaw. 



Priority Updates - Special Permits

▪ Special Permits: A Special Permit is 

authorization from the Planning Board 

to construct a building or establish a 

use that is not allowed by right.







z

Place Type Engagement Exercise 

What are some of the places in Essex that you care 

about the most or that are most meaningful to you? 

What makes these places special?

Write down 3 words that 

describe or reflect the unique 

characteristics of this place.

STEP

#1

“Saturday antiquing”

“Peaceful and bucolic”

Fried clams and views from 

Woodman's

“Quaint homes”

“cape cod bungalows”

“Summer cruises 

on the marsh”

Pin your words on the map 

at the location you just 

described 

STEP

#2



Amendment Prioritization  Exercise 

Based on what you heard tonight what content and/or components of the zoning 

bylaw should the Town prioritize for future updates and amendments?

MOST | IMPORTANCE | LEAST 

A Special Permit is authorization to construct a building or 

establish a use that is not allowed by right.

SPECIAL PERMITS

Use dots to 

indicate the level 

of importance for 

each topic area

STEP

#1

MOST | IMPORTANCE | LEAST 

Site plan review allows for a site specific application of design and development policies, taking into 

account the unique elements of a site's context and how the proposed use or structure will interact with its 

surroundings.

SITE PLAN REVIEW
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Andrea Harris-Long, AICP
Senior Planner

aharris-long@mapc.org

Courtney Lewis
Senior Planner

clewis@mapc.org

Thank You!

For more info, visit: mapc.ma/essexzoning

mailto:aharris-long@mapc.org
mailto:clewis@mapc.org
https://mapc.ma/essexzoning
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