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SITE FEASIBILITY STUDY

SUNDERLAND SENIOR HOUSING STUDY
120 NORTH MAIN STREET, SUNDERLAND, MA

PROJECT BACKGROUND

In October 2014 the Town of Sunderland’s 120 North 
Main Street Planning Advisory Committee was charged 
by the Board of Selectman to explore and report 
on the feasibility and planning for potential housing 
development on the 120 North Main Street Property in 
Sunderland, Massachusetts.  

The project sought to evaluate the existing site at 120 
North Main for feasibility and access, environmental 
constraints, building re-use, and optimal site use with 
appropriate design to support residential development.

The Town of Sunderland is an agricultural community 
within Franklin County on the Connecticut River that was 
settled in the early 1700’s, taking advantage of the fertile 
farmland adjacent to the river.  Today

“Sunderland Center is significant for its historical role in the 
Connecticut River Valley agriculture. Its farms represent the 
evolution of farming from small- -scale, mixed crop agriculture of 
the 18th century, to the Introduction of cash crops, broom corn and 
tobacco, in the mid- -19th century, through the market gardening 
economy of the 20th century. (Source Town of Sunderland  Narrative 
History)”

The town’s form took on a linear village, which is still 
apparent today.  The village was characterized by a range 
of homes and  

“Outbuildings that date from the mid- -1800s through the 1950s 
including livestock barns, equipment, tobacco and vegetable 
storage barns.  Agriculture- - related  Commercial buildings from 
the early decades of the 20th century are also represented for an 
important cross- -section of 19th and 20th century buildings.(Source 
Town of Sunderland  Narrative History).”

The project site at 120 North Main was part of the second 
round of infill taking place during the late 1800’s as the 
Town sought to regularize its main street.

“Sunderland Center continued to replace lost buildings and to split 
its homelots to accommodate new ones. The total effect along Main 
Street was to fill in some of the large distances between houses 
giving a more regularized appearance to the streetscape. (Source 
Town of Sunderland  Narrative History).”



                                                                                                   
Page 4 of 25SUNDERLAND SENIOR HOUSING STUDY

The Town of Sunderland acquired a property in the heart of downtown at 120 North Main Street with the intent 
of developing affordable housing with a preference for senior housing.  This preference was established after 
reviewing the University of Massachusetts State Data Center’s population assessment for Sunderland.  

The Town of Sunderland is currently comprised of 3,684 residents living in 1,729 units.  Of those structures, 50% 
are renter occupied, which is the highest per capita in the state outside of Boston.  A large number of residents 
in Sunderland are students or faculty members with associates with one of the region’s Five Colleges in nearby 
towns.  

Sunderland with a Town population of 3,684, currently has as much as 10% of residents over the age of 65.  The 
State projects this to grow significantly over the next fifteen years by at least 120%.  This shift in demographics will 
be even more amplified as the population within Sunderland continues to fall at roughly twice the rate of Franklin 
County.  

Across the country, a greater percentage of the general population is aging.  As members of the “baby boom “ 
generation pass 65, greater attention is being directed to meet their needs.  Studies anticipate 1 in 5 Americans 
to be over the age of 65 by 2025.  This demographic shift, sometimes referred to as the “Silver Tsunami,” has 
been a catalyst for communities to reassess their facilities and housing opportunities with the intent to retain and 
support seniors.

Senior housing communities provide alternatives for seniors within the community wanting to downsize from 
larger homes and properties yet still live independently within the community they are rooted.   Senior Housing 
can take many forms, it can  be comprised of Townhouses, Duplexes, Apartments, or individual Single Family Units.  

Within the Senior Housing model, footprints are  generally smaller to facilitate lower upkeep costs (cleaning, 
heating, maintenance).  The typical Senior Housing unit is comprised of 1-2 bedrooms.  The majority of living 
spaces and bedrooms are located on the same floor.  Sometimes a guest room can be located on a floor above, 
but generally these units are designed to be Universally accessible and appeal equally to those who want to 
reduce their footprint or overcome mobility challenges.  In addition the smaller footprints can be rented/sold 

View of Sunderland from Mt Sugarloaf Mountain
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for less, making the housing market more affordable to a population that may be living on reduced income  or 
with financial constraints. The units can be rented, or condo-ized, with a management company overseeing snow 
removal, lawn clipping, maintenance of garden areas, or repairs.

The location of Senior Housing is a critical factor in ensuring connectivity to the community in which it is placed.  
Idealized locations for housing are in or near the center of town, where public amenities are within walking 
distance for seniors to walk to the grocery store, the library, or other resources.  

120 North Main Street in Sunderland is an ideal location for Senior Housing.  The L-shaped 3.9 acre parcel of land  
is within walking distance of a grocery store, the library, town offices, restaurants and the river. Stretching roughly 
west to east along the east side of North Main Street in downtown, the eastern edge of the property is defined 
by Sycamore Meadow Road.  To the north open fields and residential properties abut the land; to the south the 
property is bordered by a residential property and commercial properties including the Blue Heron restaurant, 
Dimo’s restaurant, and Delta Sand and Gravel.  The property is within walking distance of Town Hall, the public 
library and many of the restaurants in Town.  

The lot is zoned  Village Residential and is immediately adjacent to Village Center zone to its south.  This designation 
carries the following dimensional requirements:

VILLAGE RESIDENTIAL ZONING
Lot Size:        Min 20,000 SF
Frontage:      Min 120 LF (increase to 140 LF  when 2 or more dwellings are on a site)
Min Front Setback:    25’ (increase to 55’ when adjacent to public way smaller than 50’)
Min Side and Rear Setback:   15’
Max Building Height:     35’
Max Lot Coverage:     25% (Buildings)
Max Lot Coverage:    50% (Buildings, Structures, Paving)

View of Sunderland from Mt Sugarloaf Mountain
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View of 120 North Main Street from Road

View from 120 North Main Street Across the Road
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Aerial View of North Main Street Range of Styles Along North Main

Range of Styles Along North Main

Range of Styles Along North Main
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View within project site looking back towards North Main Street and Mt. Sugarloaf
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View within project site looking back to the east or the back of the property.
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Chapter 40B is a state statute, which enables local Zoning Boards of Appeals to approve affordable housing 
developments under flexible rules if at least 20-25% of the units have long-term afford-ability restrictions.  This 
project is anticipated to fall within this category.

To fully understand the dimensional area available for development, the site would need to be surveyed for 
topography, resource areas and any possible wetland would need to be identified. Due to the heavy snows 
winter of 2015 the site couldn’t be surveyed and potential wetland areas couldn’t be delineated until the snow 
melted in early May.  

To keep the project moving forward, the team prepared a number of design options to test the capacity of 
the development on the site.  The existing streetscape and architectural style along North Main Street was 
considered, as well as how best to integrate this development into the existing urban fabric.  The team prepared 
four initial options (Options 1 through 4) to explore possible design strategies. For this exercise, the resource 
area was approximated from aerial photographs, and the property boundaries were outlined based upon 
information on the assessor’s map.

Once the snow thawed, Ward Smith, Wetland Scientist, went on site and flagged possible areas of wetlands.  
The area appeared to contain hydric soils and appeared to be isolated.  Clarification from the Conservation 
Commission was sought by the design team as to the classification of resource area and work permitted on the 
parcel.  

The team was directed to submit an official RDA application (Request for Determination of Applicability) for the 
project area.  The application was submitted June 9, 2015 to DEP and the Town of Sunderland Conservation 
Commission.  The Conservation Commission met to review the application June 16, 2015.

View of North Main Street 
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Survey of Property at 120 North Main and possible location of Wetlands

The figure above shows the updated site information included in the survey completed in May 2015.   The 
survey shows the property line, topography, and edge of resource area.  The site is relatively flat and sloping 
gently towards the central portion of the site.  The darker green are in the center is the edge of the resource 
area and the lighter green area indicates a possible associated wetland buffer zone. 

It was determined by the Conservation Commission during the June 16, 2015 meeting, that the project does 
not qualify as a state jurisdictional resource.  It would qualify under the town by-law as a jurisdictional area; 
however since this is a 40B project, the town by-laws don’t apply.   The resource area is categorized as Isolated 
Wetlands, and does fall with federal jurisdiction.  Federal Government delegates review of resource areas to 
the state regional DEP office.  The team is currently submitting preliminary information to the regional DEP 
office to review the project and clarify which permitting category this project would fall within as it relates to 
the nationwide general permits-- 401 and 404.  Options 7-11 as illustrated below, explore the site’s potential 
capacity for development based upon resource area. 
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Option 7-Barn Typologies , The Committee asked the design team to evaluate the possibility of mimicking a 
New England barn typology within the site.  New England farm houses in the region and in Sunderland often 
have been added onto generation after generation.  Many of these properties have a large barn connected 
to the main house.  This pattern of development is seen in Sunderland, and could be echoed in the proposed 
senior housing development.

First the team evaluated the space required for a larger barn building with multiple units.   The wider portion 
of the site lends itself to two larger “barns”  which could hold multiple units.  Smaller duplexes along the 
access road could increase the carrying capacity of the site.  If designed to look like the vernacular architecture, 
together the complex of the main house at 120 North Main, the two buildings along the drive and the barns out 
back could at first glance look like one traditional New England farming lot.  

In this option, the two larger barns are staggered slightly parallel to North Main Street, connected by a 
community patio.   A  parking lot provides ample parking for residents and visitors, and an emergency turn 
around area is provided for emergency vehicles.  The plan also relocates a portion of the isolated wetlands 
within the property to allow for development.   

The team anticipates this results in 16 units within the larger agricultural style buildings, and 4 duplexes with 
600-800 SF units.  If the house were renovated, 2 additional  units could be achieved on site.
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Option 8-Barn Typologies Alt2 , This version is identical to option 7. The difference being that the two 
Agricultural buildings would share an elevator ensuring all units are Universally accessible.   This option results in 
16 units in the barn structure, 4 duplex units, and up to two possible additional units in the renovation at
120 North Main.
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Option 9-Option 4 updated , This option is very similar to Option 4 studied previously, prior to delineating 
wetlands.  The layout has been modified to minimize impact to the isolated wetlands.  This option results in 12 
units of duplexes, 1 single unit, and the existing house at 120 North Main left in place and renovated.
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Option 10-Barn Typologies Alt3 , Similar to option 8 and 7, this option explores the placement of two large barn 
structures in an L shape at the terminus of the access drive.   Pickle ball courts are provided in the open space 
behind 120 North main, and a new addition is added onto the existing building at 120 North Main.   This option 
is seen as advantageous as the shared areas created at the entryway will help block winter winds and create a 
sheltered entry into the two buildings.  Room for dumpsters and emergency vehicles have been provided.  And a 
portion of the isolated wetlands are relocated to the eastern area of the site.

This option is the preferred option selected from the feasibility study.  The design team was asked to create a 
digital model that could be used for illustrating how the building massing sits within the context of main street 
and adjacent properties.
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Option 11-Barn Typologies Alt 4 , Similar to option 7, 8, and 10, this option explores the placement of two 
large barn structures in an linear band along the southern boundary of the property.     This option leaves the 
existing house at 120 North Main in place or renovates it.  The access drive continues straight back and provides 
a turnaround area for emergency vehicles and dumpsters.  

Though this option opens up views to mountains and woods to the east, it is seen as less desirable for residents.  
The opportunity for communal gardens, open space and decks or plazas are minimal, and views of the adjacent 
industrial operations would be prominent for residents on both floors of the south facade of the barn. 
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Opti on 10- Birds Eye View
This view from North Main Street looking to the east, illustrates how the building and access drive fi t within the 
site and preserve the character along North Main.

The views on the following page depict what the project would look like from North Main and from adjacent 
properti es.
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View of Barn from Delta Sand and Gravel

View of Barn from Access Drive

View of 120 North Main from North Main

View of 120 North Main from across the street
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Summary , The Sunderland Senior Housing Committee tested multiple design scenarios and alternatives for 
the parcel at 120 North Main Street with the goal of increasing opportunities for Senior Housing in the heart of 
downtown Sunderland.   

The selected scheme preserves Sunderland’s historic character along North Main, while expanding additional 
use to the rear of the lot--fitting with New England’s historical agricultural pattern of development. The result 
expands housing  opportunities for Sunderland’s Seniors who want to age in place and stay close to the 
community in which they originally chose to call home.

Next Steps would be:
-Evaluate the costs associated with this option
-Determine funding mechanisms for the project
-Continue the federal permitting process as it relates to the resource area. 
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APPENDIX A

SITE FEASIBILITY STUDY

SUNDERLAND SENIOR HOUSING STUDY
120 NORTH MAIN STREET, SUNDERLAND, MA

OPTION 1
OPTION 2
OPTION 3
OPTION 4
SUMMARY OF RESOURCE AREA IMPACTS ON OPTIONS 1-4
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Option 1- The Central Spine, mimics typical suburban development with a central drive single family homes 
and driveways directly off a residential street.  Option 1 provides a vehicular drive east/west through the site 
connecting Sycamore Meadow Road and North Main Street.  Along this interior road, single family homes 
with single car garages align the road.  The street is bordered by an allee of large shade trees and a sidewalk, 
connecting Sycamore Meadow to downtown.  The existing House at 120 Main is left as is, along with a driveway.  
The site plan has room to accommodate a community garden and vegetative screening to the south.  Where 
possible shared use drives are incorporated to reduce the amount of impervious surface on site.  The road 
would require disturbing the possible wetland or resource area.  

The site capacity in this scenario appears to max out at 7 new units, while retaining the existing building at 120 
Main.

Feedback from Steering Committee:
-Connection to Sycamore Meadow Road would require getting permission from the Sycamore Meadow 
Condominium development to purchase the land between Sycamore Meadow Road and the western edge of 
the property at 120 North Main.  
-The number of units may not support the expense of site infrastructure costs 

Possible Wetlands Area, As soon as potential wetlands information was available, the design team evaluated 
this option for feasibility.  It appears the potential wetlands are larger than previously anticipated.  The diagram 
below shows the resource area as it falls on this option.  
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Option 2- The Pocket Neighborhood, clusters the units around a shared common area and places parking and 
access along the periphery.  Here the resource area as an amenity for the housing development.  The potential 
wetland area is used as a rain garden feature, with walking paths surrounding the resource.  The front doors of 
units are oriented to face the walking path and rain garden feature.   Shared parking garages and parking are 
clustered to the east and west of the resource.  A small plaza and garden take place between the eastern garage 
and the rain gardens.  A pedestrian path provides a connection from Sycamore Meadow through the site to 
downtown.  The Existing house at 120 North Main and it’s dedicated driveway remain.  An area dedicated to 
community gardens separates the development from the house at 120 North Main, and large shade trees and a 
screening fence help shield the development from the Delta Sand and Gravel site.  The carrying capacity of this 
type of development is roughly seven new units.  Two of which are duplexes. 

Feedback from Steering Committee:
-Connection to Sycamore Meadow Road would require getting permission from the Sycamore Meadow 
Condominium development to purchase the land between Sycamore Meadow Road and the western edge of 
the property at 120 North Main.  
-The number of units may not support the expense of site infrastructure costs 
-The distance between parking areas and units may not be ideal for seniors with mobility issues

Possible Wetlands Area, As soon as the potential wetlands information was available, the design team 
evaluated this option for feasibility.  It appears the potential wetlands are larger than previously anticipated, and 
this option no longer reflects the build-able area on site.
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Option 3- The Cul de Sac.  This plan addresses comments from the steering committee regarding schemes 1 and 
2.  Here an access drive terminates within the site.  Dedicated parking spaces are provided directly out front of 
each unit.  Shared community amenities are placed to the eastern end of the site, further buffering Sycamore 
Meadow from development.  These include community gardens and Pickelball courts.   The island in the middle 
of the turn-a-round can be used to collect stormwater.  Privacy fencing is provided alongside Delta sand and 
gravel’s property boarder.  The building at 120 North Main Street remains in place.

The site capacity in this scenario appears shows 10 units roughly 700 SF each.  Each unit is a duplex sharing one 
interior wall.

Feedback from Steering Committee:
-There may be desire for more units on site.

Possible Wetlands Area, As soon as the potential wetlands information was available, the design team 
evaluated this option for feasibility.  It appears the potential wetlands are larger than previously anticipated, and 
this option no longer reflects the build-able area on site.
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Option 4- The Cul de Sac v2, This scheme is very similar to Option 3.   Instead, this scheme continues the access 
drive across the resource area to add 4 units to the site capacity.  This would require additional permitting.  The 
building at 120 North Main Street remains in place.  

The site capacity in this scenario holds 4 units at 1,000 SF and 10 units at 750 SF.  Each unit is a duplex sharing 
one interior wall.  Additional SF could be achieved by adding a second or partial floor.  

Comparison of Plan to new Survey Information
-Once the wetlands were delineated, this option no longer accurately represented the build able area on site.

Possible Wetlands Area, As soon as the potential wetlands information was available, the design team 
evaluated this option for feasibility.  It appears the potential wetlands are larger than previously anticipated, and 
this option no longer reflects the build-able area on site.
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Summary of Preliminary Opti ons as they are impacted by the Possible Wetlands Area, As soon as the 
potenti al wetlands informati on was available, the design team evaluated this opti on for feasibility.  It appears 
the potenti al wetlands are larger than previously anti cipated, and this opti on no longer refl ects the build-able 
area on site.

 The diagrams above show the outline of the resource area as surveyed as they impact Design Opti ons 1-4.


