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Introduction

Providence’s connection to the water is one of city’s defi ning features. 
The Narragansett Bayfront and the riverfronts are central to the city’s 
economic, social and environmental well-being.

Historically, the city’s waterfront location assured its economic evolution 
and prosperity. Trade in the city’s port as well as the power generated by 
its rivers and dammed ponds secured Providence a central role in the 
Industrial Revolution. Today the Narragansett Bayfront and the lands 
adjacent to rivers and ponds offer city residents and visitors relief from 
its dense urban setting - both physically and visually. Walkways and 
parks provide spaces for recreation, contemplation and gathering. Wa-
ter views from many different locations help defi ne Providence’s unique 
character. The Bay, rivers and ponds are also the city’s primary environ-
mental assets. Planning for the future of these areas is essential to the 
city’s long-term sustainability and well-being.

Purpose of This Study
The comprehensive plan identifi es a number of potential opportunities 
to transform the mix of land uses along the Bayfront. These potential 
transformations require forethought and planning to assist areas in transi-
tion.  Though there have been previous studies of the Providence water-
front, they have not addressed the critical integration of land use, density 
and transportation.  The purpose of this study is to examine potential 
development patterns and the consequences of those patterns on density, 
transportation options, and land use confl ict.

1. The Comprehensive Plan

The Providence Department of Planning commissioned the Waterfront 
Planning Study to identify planning and development strategies for the 
Providence Bayfront that will permit development and “protect the long-
term viability and sustainability of Narragansett Bay as an economic, 
cultural, and natural resource through the development of appropriate 
plans and regulations.”1

A team led by Ninigret Partners, LLC and assisted by LOCAL LLP and 
Pare Corporation prepared this study to assist the city in understanding 
the market potential, development constraints and the planning implica-
tions of different land use patterns on the Providence Bayfront. 

    Providence, Rhode Island
    December 2008
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Study Approach 

The approach used for the Waterfront Planning Study involved the 
following steps:
• Geodatabase Development
• Development Constraints Mapping
• Economic and Market Analysis
• Transportation Baseline 
• Scenario Development
• Community Comparisons
• Implications for the city

Geodatabase Development
The team developed a comprehensive database of the parcels in the 
study area.  The database includes Object ID, Tax Map ID, Owner, 
Property Address, RI Tax Code, Roll Section (including exempt 
properties), Land Value, Building Value, Total Assessed Value, Plat, 
Lot, Unit, Acreage/Square Feet, and Land Use Code.  This database 
was supplemented with information provided on the City of Providence 
online assessor’s site for project area parcels that included: the year 
structures were built, their use, and the identity of parcels with energy 
storage facilities. The geodatabase provided information on total square 
footage of buildings, by use, for development of associated traffi c 
volumes.  In total, 150 parcels were researched on 375 acres in the 
Allens Avenue and Fields Point area.  

Development Constraints Mapping
The geodatabase supported the construction of a series of maps 
identifying potential constraints to development based on current uses. 
Water dependent / industrial uses were identifi ed. Municipal parks were 
excluded from redevelopment.  The East Bay Pipeline location was 
identifi ed based on property ownership along Allens Avenue by the City 
of East Providence. 

FEMA mapping was utilized to identify the velocity zone for a 100-year 
fl ood (V Zone) and the area subject to inundation from fl ooding during a 
100-year storm (A Zone).  NOAA Chart #13225 was used to understand 
the watersheet and navigational issues.

I-195 mapping was included to defi ne the roadway network currently 
under construction.

Economic and Market Analysis
Economic and market analysis was conducted of the study area.  This 
analysis looked at economic and employment trends for the city and 
region.  Additionally, it examined demographic data including popula-
tion growth and household formation rates.  The study evaluated historic 
absorption rates of commercial space in Providence.  The analysis also 
conducted retail sales gap analysis to determine the potential demand for 
more retail in the city.  

The study considered a series of energy and shipping industry 
transformations that may have an impact on the Providence waterfront. 
Forecasts of alternative energy and highly effi cient automotive power 
plant technologies were assessed to determine their adoption time 
horizons and potential implications on energy storage facilities that span 
across the Bayfront. Various studies of short sea shipping potential for 
Narragansett Bay were also reviewed to understand the challenges and 
opportunities this proposed form of shipping may have on the Port of 
Providence and the Allens Avenue corridor. 

Interviews for context complemented the database and secondary data 
analysis.
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Transportation Analysis
A transportation baseline was created using existing RI Department 
of Transportation average daily trip counts.  Land use information and 
employment factors were combined with Institute for Transportation 
Engineers land use codes to determine trip generation by current employ-
ers. Interviews were held with industrial users in the area to ascertain the 
level of truck traffi c they generate.

A current conditions review was also conducted to understand present 
service levels across transit, passenger cars, train, truck and waterborne 
traffi c.  In addition, the current conditions review described navigation, 
access, and congestion issues involving transportation throughout the 
entire corridor.   

Scenario Development
Long-term planning requires a strategic understanding of different 
future possibilities in order to put tools and policies into place to manage  
potential outcomes. Scenario planning was selected as the forecasting 
approach to understand the future of the waterfront and the timeframe 
for its potential transformation. Scenario planning highlights major forces 
that may shape the future and identifi es how those forces may interact. 
It does so to illustrate different directions rather than attempt to 
predict a single specifi c outcome.

Four scenarios were developed that refl ect potential development 
patterns. These scenarios took into consideration the fi ndings of the 
development constraints and market analysis to develop plausible 
development scenarios over a 15 to 20 year horizon.  
• Scenario 1 represents a gradual development of the area under  
            present uses;
• Scenario 2 refl ects commercial development concentrated 
            south of the water dependent industrial area along Allens Avenue;
• Scenario 3 represents increased residential development along 
            the Allens Avenue corridor;

• Scenario 4 shows greater maritime industrial use along Allens 
            Avenue and the Fields Point area

In each of the scenarios, square footage, job creation and tax revenue 
potential were projected for the Waterfront Planning Study area.  
Traffi c generation from the scenarios, both cars and trucks, were 
calculated based on build-out assessments and trip generation standards. 
The viability of different transit options was also examined based on 
these scenario projections.  

Community Comparisons
Fifteen communities were reviewed for their approaches to zoning, land 
use confl ict management and waterfront redevelopment activities. 
Communities were included based on the type of activities and size 
of their working waterfronts, gentrifi cation and redevelopment of former 
industrial waterfront, reputation for creative planning approaches and 
proximity of their working waterfronts to the urban core.  

Site visits were conducted in Portsmouth NH; Boston MA; Baltimore MD 
Cleveland OH and Portland ME.  Visual surveys, using a variety of online 
tools, were conducted of the other communities.  Interviews and email 
exchanges were conducted with benchmarked communities to provide 
clarifi cation on approaches.  Additional primary research was conducted 
on regulatory fi lings and offi cial documents.  Supplemental secondary 
research was performed where necessary. 

Implications for the City
The fi ndings from the various analyses were integrated to create a series 
of planning implications for the city.  These implications are scenario 
specifi c and also include issues to be considered regardless of the 
development pattern.
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The Narragansett Bayfront

The Waterfront Planning Study focused on the Narragansett Bayfront, a 
large area that runs from India Point Park across the Providence River and 
down to Field’s Point.  For the purposes of this study it is divided into 3 
distinct planning areas: 

1. India Point, which abuts the Fox Point neighborhood
2. Allens Avenue, which runs parallel to Williams Square 
3. The Port of Providence, which borders the Washington Park 
    neighborhood.

According to the Department of Planning, “the India Point area is 
intended for a mixture of residential, neighborhood serving commercial 
uses and recreation. (Waterfront Mixed Use - Neighborhood)

Allens Avenue is expected to have a balanced mix of industrial, 
commercial, and residential uses to serve as a transition between 
the heavier uses of the Port and Downtown.

The Port of Providence is intended for waterfront port and maritime 
uses to promote the Port of Providence and related maritime industrial 
and commercial uses within the waterfront area. The purpose of this
designation is to protect the waterfront as a resource for water dependent 
industrial uses, and to facilitate the renewed use of a vital waterfront for 
economic growth and expansion.”1

The Study area is bound by Highways 95 and 195 and the Bay. Allens 
Avenue is an important North-South connector between Cranston and 
downtown Providence, carrying approximately17,650 commuters per day.2

1. Comprehensive Plan
2. According to PARE’s Transportation Analysis

1. INDIA POINT AREA

2. ALLENS AVENUE AREA

3. THE PORT OF 
    PROVIDENCE AREA

Field’s Point

Hwy 95

Allens Avenue
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Constraints

Much of the Narragansett Bayfront is subject to conditions that constrain 
its potential for broad mixed use development. These include:

1. Dedicated Open Spaces (shown in green at left)

2. Areas that provide important regional infrastructure or service
 a. the Port of Providence (red)
 b. Municipal Water Treatment (light blue)
 c. Water dependant uses (purple)
 d. Fuel Storage (pale green)

3. The Harborfront Campus of Johnson & Wales (dark blue)

As a result there are two areas that are likely to feel redevelopment 
pressure over the next decade.  There are a few open properties west of 
India Point Park. Along Allens Avenue there are approximately 50 acres 
that could be redeveloped.  Most of the properties in this area are currently 
occupied and are relatively small when viewed from a redevelopment 
perspective.1

1. The average size of the parcels in the Allens Avenue area is approximately 60,000 square 
feet with 75% of all parcels smaller than that. For the purpose of comparison preliminary 
market analysis suggests that new commercial development would require at between 
100,000 and 280,000 sf for smaller developments. Maritime and Logistical uses would 
require larger areas as well.
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In addition, almost the entire Bayfront is within the 100 year fl oodplain, 
and much of it is in the surge tide zone for a Category 4 Hurricane. 
Because of the area’s industrial history, many properties will require 
some type of brownfi eld remediation if their uses are to change. 
Additionally, although available for maritime use, much of the waterway 
between the dredged shipping channel and the shore line is now too 
shallow to admit ships.

As noted below in the Maritme Scenario, dredging, piers and bulkheads 
would need to be added with a minimum cost of at least  $12 million, with 
some estimates as high as $50 million. 
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Economic & Market Conditions

Several key factors will infl uence the shape and pace of development on 
the Providence Bayfront.

1. Household Formation
2. Commercial Absorption Rates
3. Maritime Industrial Development

Household Formation

Demographic projections indicate population and household 
formation growth of well under 1% per year for the foreseeable future 
in Providence. 

Additional demand could be created from changes in commuting patterns. For example, approximately 25,000 commuters travel everyday from 
Massachusetts into Providence or Kent County for work.  County by county migration data supports this possibility.  IRS 2006 migration data based 
on tax fi lings report that Providence County had net in-migration of nearly 2,700 households.   On average these new residents have average incomes ap-
proximately 12% higher than former Providence County residents.  

Key issues that will infl uence the rate of this potential migration include transit connections, particularly for those doing reverse commutes to Boston 
and its suburbs, as well as the difference in housing prices between the Boston suburbs and Providence.  Lifestyle considerations and amenities may 
also prove important. 

173,618
175,966

177,919
180,846

184,114
186,906 188,947

2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030 2000 2005 2010 2015 2020 2025 2030

62,237
61,405

60,418 59,679
60,758

61,679
62,353

Providence Population Forecast
RI Division of Planning

Potential # of Households - Providence
RI Division of Planning
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Commerical Absorption
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Historic commercial real estate absorption rates, the relocation of I-195 
and easier to develop infi ll space in downtown Providence, now surface 
parking suggests gradual, staged development. 

Over the last 12 years Providence had a net positive absorption of 
642,000 square feet (sq ft).   The highest one year net positive absorption 
level was 171,000  sq ft.  Average annual absorption equals approximate-
ly 53,000 sq ft.  The median absorption equaled 116,541 sq ft.  

Providence’s total offi ce supply market has increased by almost 600,000 
square feet from its decade low in 2003 of 5.4 million sq ft.  
Institutional uses (education and medical) have reduced the available 
offi ce supply through the acquisition of nearly 1.4 million sq ft.  However, 
much of this square footage is adaptive reuse of former industrial build-
ings.  Some of the space represents outmoded offi ce buildings that have 
been converted to student residences.

A key infl uence on the shape of demand for new offi ce and fl ex space 
will be the continued rate of absorption by institutional uses and the 
build out rate of the newly opened land formerly occupied by Interstate 
195.   Another key consideration will be the type of development 
assistance required to promote the redevelopment of an area with a series 
of challenges.

Providence Offi ce Absorption Rate
Total Sq Ft

Total Providence Offi ce Square Footage

-60,100

-6,100

78,703

171,122

46,465

129,073

-18,275

119,737

125,287
124,475

-117,419

-68,104

116,541

2000 20051995

3414

5882 5923 5908 5645

1985 1990 1995 2000 2005
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Maritime Development

Employers along the waterfront employ approximately 700.  The current 
mix of employment ranges from Port-related activities, ship repair, manu-
facturing, energy storage and health care services.  Total building square 
footage along Allens Avenue equals 459,000 sq ft of which approximately 
292,000 sq ft is warehousing and distribution space.   Providence main-
tains 6% of New England’s petroleum product storage capacity and repre-
sents about 10% of delivery volume.   

The industrial future of the waterfront is unclear.  In the last fi ve years 
Providence has lost 32% of its manufacturing jobs and 21% of distribution 
and warehousing associated employment.  Many of the challenges fac-
ing manufacturers in Providence and Rhode Island are beyond the city’s 
control.  However a unique advantage for the area is the deepwater ship-
ping channel that lies parallel to the Bayfront.  The anticipated increase in 
ship-borne logistics could take advantage of this asset.  

USDOT freight forecasts estimate total growth in shipping to and from RI 
will increase by approximately 9 million tons.  Waterborne shipping is pro-
jected to increase from 8 million tons to 9 million tons by 2020 – a 12.5% 
increase.  However, as the constraints analysis indicates, several large 
parcels along the waterfront along Allens Avenue actually lack access to 
the shipping channel.  

Several factors will shape and course of maritime industrial development 
along the Providence Bayfront.

1. The substitution or reduction of petroleum-based products as 
both a heating source and transportation fuel may shape the 
evolution of the Port and land use.  

Petroleum products represent 2/3 of the total cargo volume fl owing through 
Providence.   Energy storage (natural gas and petroleum products) occu-
pies approximately 105 of the approximate 352 acres along the Bayfront.  
The movement toward more fuel effi cient cars and potentially alternative 
powering technologies, such as electric and fuel cell technologies, may 
infl uence the long term disposition of those properties.  The continued 
decline of heating oil usage may also have an infl uence on some facilities.  

RI Fossil Fuel Sources for Home Heating

Natural Gas BTU’s
Fuel Oil BTU’s

1960 2005
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2. A concerted effort to reduce truck traffi c heading northbound 
from key port areas in New York and New Jersey could increase 
the use of the Port of Providence as a short sea shipping location.  

Over the last decade there has been substantial consideration given to the 
increased use of waterways to ship goods and provide congestion relief, par-
ticularly on Interstate 95.  Based on USDOT freight forecasts, goods moved 
by truck will increase by 8 million.  Based on that forecast, Rhode Island 
alone could experience 320,000 additional truck trips annually. Several 
limitations infl uence the timing of a substantial increase in usage of the 
“maritime highway” these include the lack of Jones Act compliant ships, 
additional dredging and development of maritime infrastructure along 
Allens Avenue, and revisions to the Harbor Maintenance Tax for 
intracoastal shipping. 
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Transportation Analysis

Transportation and Mobility Considerations
Transportation represents a key challenge for the area. It must be thought 
of holistically with relationships to key job centers, such as the medical 
complex along Eddy St that runs parallel with Allens Avenue, the Jewelry 
District and I-195 development parcels and the emerging conversion of 
former industrial space to offi ce space in the Washington Heights neigh-
borhood.

At present, approximately 17,000 of the estimated 24,000 car trips per 
day along Allens Ave are estimated to be pass-thru traffi c. Redevelopment 
of the waterfront will change traffi c levels. (More detailed summaries of 
the traffi c implication of each scenario is found in the scenario section).

Principal traffi c planning issues will depend on which development 
patterns seem more likely. Because of the increased automobile travel 
associated with commercial development, for example, it would be 
necessary to develop a coherent transportation strategy that links border-
ing employment sites with Allens Avenue. This would ensure the effi cient 
movement of people into and out of this corridor. Expanded maritime ac-
tivity and its accompanying increase in truck traffi c would require rethink-
ing access to I-95 south. At present, the only accessible route for trucks to 
access the Eddy Street interchange is through the edge of the Washington 
Heights neighborhood. Given the tight turning radius at the Eddy Street 
interchange as well as the Allens Avenue - Point Street intersection, deci-
sions must be made regarding south bound truck access routes.

Area Integrated Transportation and Mobility Map
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Bus Service

Existing bus service along Allens Avenue
could be expanded by adding stops, at Public 
Street for example, if ferry service come to 
Conley Pier.

Shuttle service could be added from the JWU 
campus and the Port of Providence to existing 
buslines.

Expanded Transit

There are three existing or emerging 
employment areas bordering the Study Areas 
that could be served by expanded transit ser-
vice. The Jewelry District (top), the Hospital 
Complex (to the right) and warehouses 
converting to light offi ce near the Port 
of Providence.

Prior to expanding transit service, analysis 
of Allens Avenue and Eddy Street should be 
undertaken.

Shipping & Truck Traffi c

Expanded shipping to the Port of Providence or 
the Allens Avenue area would see increases in 
truck traffi c.  

Substantial increases would require new ways 
to access I-95 southbound (highlighted above).

Potential Transit Hub

Stop at Center of Area 

Two Potential Routes

Current Southbound 
Access to Highway

Current Northbound 
Access to Highway

Traffi c Issues and Potential Solutions
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Bike Routes & Pedestrian Access

Current green spaces at India Point, Field’s Point and Collier Park should be 
connected to bike lanes along Allens Avenue.

Additional waterfront access is dependent on development patterns.  However, 
they should follow the buffer guidelines above, providing easement and access 
as properties are redeveloped.

Ideally these public access ways should provide visual and physical connec-
tions for the neighborhoods (both residential and commercial) on the other side 
of 95 - as is shown to the left along Public and Oxford Streets. 

Increased maritime usage would make bike and pedestrian access unfeasible 
due to safety concerns with the increase in truck traffi c.

East Bay 
Bike Path

Allens Ave 
Bike Lanes

Existing
Access

Potential
Access

EXISTING

BIKE OR PEDESTRIAN 
ACCESS WAY

Bike access to waterfront could use easements to access 
waterfront paths as shown above, or use corridors for 
views as shown at right. 
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Scenarios

The scenarios that follow are used to identify the most extreme variations  in possible development patterns along the Narragansett Bayfront. They 
are not intended to specify a particular direction, but rather to help understand trade-offs and implications of each pattern by using sharp 
contrasts. In our reading, the future development of the Narragansett Bayfront will likely be a mix of these scenarios.  

These options should guide the selection (and implementation) of planning tools needed to manage these outcomes. The market and economic analysis 
provided the background information about the likely pace, shape and form of development in the city of Providence.  From this analysis plausible 
development patterns and build outs were derived based on current and historic trends. The economic analysis found in the full report indicates that 
any scenario build out represents a 20 to 30 year horizon. 

A developer could approach the city with a substantially different proposal from these scenarios.  Therefore it is important to note that these are devel-
opment scenarios for planning purposes.  Given the timeframes involved changes in the economy, technology, business operations, fi nancial markets 
and developer risk profi les could create substantially different outcomes than discussed here. 

The scenarios have focused on Allens Avenue because the effects of 
development on the 55 acre area are easier to quantify.  However, sce-
narios 1 through 3 are also applicable to the available properties at India 
Point.

Scenario 1 Base Case or Gradual Infi ll
Gradual redevelopment of the Allens Avenue waterfront. 
Provides limited job growth and property tax increases to Providence.

Scenario 2 Mid Rise Commercial
Provides the highest “white collar/grey collar” employment potential and 
the second highest level of property taxes.

Scenario 3: High Rise Residential
 Provides the least number of new jobs with relatively low pay but 
a signifi cant increase in property tax revenues.

Scenario 4: Expanded Maritime
Provides moderate increases in relatively high wage “blue collar” 
employment potential but minimal increases in property taxes.
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Scenario One: Base Case / Gradual Infi ll 

The fi rst scenario represents the “base case.” It assumes no signifi cant development ini-
tiatives. The transformation of the area would be driven by predictable increases in busi-
ness requiring incremental building or site improvements, and sales that may open up 
individual parcels to new uses.  Such new uses would trigger Special Area Management 
Plan (SAMP) regulations for waterfront access and habitat improvements on a case-by-
case basis.  

Based on predictable increases, there would be only nominal increase in truck traffi c. 
Over the next 25 years approximately 200 to 300 jobs would be added. The average an-
nual wage for these industrial and maritime jobs is $41,000, bringing ten million dollars 
in additional wages.  In this scenario, Providence would see an increase of approximately 
$50,000 in property taxes each year. The basis for this scenario is derived from the 
historic employment growth rates in Rhode Island as well as public testimony and discus-
sion provided by businesses in the area.  Over a 20 to 30 year period employment may 
double necessitating some additional building construction. 

Critical Planning Decisions
Gradual infi ll requires limited capital and infrastructure investment on the part of the 
city, but it will be critical to manage the development pattern to retain fl exibility for later 
changes.

Development Potential
An incremental increase in existing jobs, including waterfront use, is projected to yield 
200 to 300 jobs over the next 20 years. Based on current zoning, the adaptive reuse of 
existing buildings and selective infi ll of new buildings would be between 3 and 6 stories. 
The new buildings and programs would refl ect the current mix of uses, including: ware-
housing, logistics, light manufacturing and offi ce space, live/work.

Development area is from 
water’s edge to the highway.

Hypothetical Section along Public Street

Infi ll development focused on Allens Avenue
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Hypothetical Section along Public Street

Commercial development focused on Allens Avenue

Scenario Two: Mid Rise Commercial

The second scenario assumes the development of offi ce and commercial space.  Analysis 
completed in the summer of 2008 indicates that Providence can absorb new offi ce devel-
opment in 50,000 to 70,000 square foot increments. To build at this scale, parcels would 
need to be assembled. As in the previous scenario new development along the warterfront 
would trigger SAMP regulations. Smart development practices would suggest building the 
fi rst fl oor of commercial space above the surge tide zone, creating opportunities for larger 
public spaces on the ground plane. 

Over 30 years, the area could support between 300,000 and 600,000 square feet of Class 
A/B commercial space. At that time, the Allens Avenue area might contain 2,000 to 3,000 
new workers whose average salary would be $73,000.  With such substantial commercial 
development, property values would rise between $60 and $90 million yielding approxi-
mately $2.7 million to the city in taxes. The maximum build-out of 600,000 sq ft is based 
on the city’s net historic absorption rate during the “Renaissance” period coupled with 
current development potential in the rest of the city. It is unlikely that we will see the sig-
nifi cant Boston-based demand for commercial space in Providence predicted in previous 
studies because of offi ce inventory in suburban Boston and current commuter rail service. 
However, increased train access and changes in the housing market could ultimately infl u-
ence this build-out rate.

Critical Planning Decisions
To create development opportunities and make the area more attractive for large-scale 
development, Providence would need to engage in amenity planning and infrastructure 
investments. In addition, the city would need to make infrastructure improvements to 
support the projected increase of 2,005 car trips per day. Existing maritime and industrial 
uses would need to be protected with zoning controls and their operations would need to 
be buffered. New commercial buildings would need to be built to performance and design 
standards to mitigate the impacts of protected maritime uses.

Development Potential
New commercial development would be built between 4 and 6 stories. Based on storm con-
cerns, it is unlikely that high tech, bio-tech or fi nancial services companies would build in 
this area.

Development area is between 
7’ surge tide and the highway
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Hypothetical Section along Public Street

High rise towers along Allens Avenue

Development area is between 
7’ surge tide and 150’ from the 
highway

Scenario 3: High Rise Residential

The third scenario considers residential development.  Given the cost of brown fi eld clean 
up, hurricane construction and the need for foundation piles, this scneario assumes that 
towers would need to be built.  To accomplish this, larger building lots would need to be 
assembled. As in the previous scenario, new development along the warterfront would trig-
ger SAMP regulations. Smart development practices would suggest building the fi rst fl oor 
of commercial space above the surge tide zone, creating opportunities for larger public 
spaces and parking. 

Over 30 years, the area would probably see between 50 and 200 new units of high end 
residential housing.  While the physical area could support more units, low household for-
mation rates and the high price of buildling in this area limit our projections. Entry prices 
will need to be at least $425,000 and likely over $600,000 given site assembly, remedia-
tion costs and construction expenses.  The performance of the residential condominium 
market from 2005 to 2008 suggests that demand for high priced units in Providence is lim-
ited. It is possible that migration from Boston to Providence could accelerate the demand 
and support higher price points.  However, improvements in transit connections will likely 
be needed to infl uence such a change. Projected development would yield $120 million in 
property taxes, while creating less than 50 jobs paying on average $26,000 per year.  

Critical Planning Decisions
To create development opportunities and make the area more attractive for large-scale 
projects, Providence would need to engage in amenity planning and infrastructure 
investments. Existing maritime and industrial uses would need to be protected with zoning 
controls and their operations would need to be buffered.  New residential buildings would 
need to be built to performance and design standards to mitigate the impacts of adjacent 
maritime and industrial use.  The city would need to take measures to assure continued 
public access to the waterfront.

Development Potential
New residential towers between 6 and 10 stories would likely contain a mix of uses at the 
ground fl oor (such as small scale commercial offi ce space) but the limited number of hous-
ing units would not be suffi cient to support signifi cant retail service.
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Hypothetical Section along Public Street

Lo-rise warehousing along Allens Avenue

Development area is from the 
waterfront to the highway.

Scenario 4: Maritime Expansion

The fourth scenario foresees a considerable expansion of current maritime uses and the 
conversion of existing non-maritime uses to support such an expansion. Although such 
changes would certainly trigger SAMP regulations, there would be very limited public ac-
cess because of security issues surrounding maritime uses. 

This scenario assumes the development of a short sea shipping (S3) terminal along the 
Bayfront as well as more cargo being brought into the Port of Providence.  Market research 
suggests an S3 terminal will bring 25 to 30 permanent jobs demand for 60 fl ex labor jobs. 
Additional trucking and warehousing jobs will also be created. In total, this would add 150 
to 200 high wage jobs paying an average of $59,000 per year. As in the fi rst scenario, there 
would be a limited increase in property value, necessitating that Providence explore other 
revenue models, such as those based on business value rather than property value. A key 
challenge to this scenario is the need for infrastructure to be put into place versus exist-
ing available infrastructure at Quonset and substantially greater land area. For example, 
this scenario requires substantial maritime infrastructure investment along Allens Avenue. 
Dredging, piers and bulkheads would need to added at a minimum cost of $12 million, 
with some estimates as high as $50 million. 

Critical Planning Decisions
Land ownership issues would need to be considered.  Many cities own and operate their 
own “port” facilities. Operation and Design Standards would be recommended to 
mitigate sound and environmental effects.  Additional truck traffi c management measures 
would need to be investigated. Other uses ought to be permitted only through a conditional 
use approval process in order to manage activities with in the zone. Additional “edge” 
strategies might be used to manage operating impacts on adjacent residential neighbor-
hoods. Close consideration would also need to be given to the roles East Providence and 
Cranston might play. Because of the loss of public access to the coast, offsets would have 
to be considered. In addition, the Shepards warehouse would likely require demolition to 
effi ciently use this land for port operations. 

Development Potential
Warehousing, logisitics and offi ce space would be housed in 1 to 2 story structures. The 
mix of uses is principally shipping, trucking, rail and associated uses.
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Scenario Assessment - Review

Scenario 1
Gradual Infi ll

Scenario 2 
Commercial

Scenario 3
Residential

Scenario 4
Maritime

Development 
Pattern

Gradual development

Warehousing, 
logistics, light manu-
facturing, offi ce and 
live/work space

Protected industrial 
use

4 to 6 story offi ce 
space development

Addition of 300K to 
600K sq ft of new of-
fi ce space

Protected industrial 
uses

Residential towers
6 to 10 stories
50 to 200 units 
 
Insuffi cient density to 
support retail  without 
other development

Maritime industrial 
and support industry 
expansion

Lay down area, truck 
yard and warehous-
ing, 

1 to 2 story offi ce

Development 
Variables

Future of home 
heating oil
 
Old Harbor, Prom-
enade build out and 
absorption rate

“Destination” 
amenities

Site assembly and 
clean up costs

Old Harbor,
Promenade build-out
and absorption rate

“Destination” 
amenities
 
Site assembly and 
clean up costs

Transit linkages to 
Boston

Quonset and New
Bedford for Short Sea 
Shipping Infrastruc-
ture funding
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Scenario Assessment - Direct Economic Impact

Assumptions:
Construction impacts are excluded due to their temporary nature. 
Indirect business impacts are also excluded due to uncertainty regarding specifi c business mix in 
the area and their associated cost structures. 
Induced impacts are associated with total wages and wage levels and are roughly proportionate to 
direct wages.
Assumes all impacts are net new additions.

Scenario 1
Gradual Infi ll

Scenario 2 
Commercial

Scenario 3
Residential

Scenario 4
Maritime

Additional
Direct 
Employment
Increases

 200 – 300 jobs 2000 – 3000 jobs Fewer than 50  150 to 200 jobs

Average 
Annual Wage
(excludes 
  benefi ts)

$41,268 (1) $73,145 (2) $26,260 (3) $57,888 (4)

Total Direct 
Wages

$10.4 million $182.9 million $1.3 million $10.1 million

1. W.avg of Wholesale Trade, Manufacturing, Transportation and warehousing in PVD 2007
2. W.avg of Fin. & Ins; ProfTech; MCE; ACE; Info in PVD 2007
3. Adminstrative and waste services in PVD 2007 Above from RI LMI
4. BLS.gov NAICS  4883; 2007 preliminary
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Scenario Assessment - Revenue Impacts

Assumptions:
Only property taxes to the city are considered. 
Tangibles were excluded due to wide variance in equipment. 
Does not include any potential development incentives or expenditures.

Scenario 1
Gradual Infi ll

Scenario 2 
Commercial

Scenario 3
Residential

Scenario 4
Maritime

Estimated 
Property Value
Increase

 $1.1 million per year 
(1)

Bldg Only: 
$73 million (2)

$120 million See comment for 
scenario 1 and 
comment below

Estimated 
Additional
Property Taxes

$40,755 per year Bldg Only: 
$2.7 million

$3.63 million For purposes of com-
parison 
Prov Port pays 
~$760,000 in taxes (3)

Comments Area presently has an 
approximate taxable 
value of $37 million 
and taxes of $998K 
per year

RIGL exempts equip-
ment for a number of 
industrial and related 
uses from property 
taxes

Taxation of expanded 
Port Property is a 
question

Note: tax rate assumptions: $30.23 residential; $37.05 commercial
(1)  Assumes a valuation growth of 3% per year
(2) RS Means Online Quick Estimating Tool; range from $66 to $91 million for 600,000 sq ft building
(3) There is also a revenue sharing arrangement which generates $228,000
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Scenario Assessment - Transportation Impacts

Assumptions:
Current Traffi c Loads: 24300 trips per day. Of those, 6450 trips are generated by local employment and business activities, the remaining 17850 
per day are “pass through” trips. 
During peak heating and paving seasons truck traffi c can be as high as 1200 trucks per day. 

Scenario 1
Gradual Infi ll

Scenario 2 
Commercial

Scenario 3
Residential

Scenario 4
Maritime

Additional 
Development 
Generated
Traffi c

285 trips per day 2005 trips per day 1352 trips per day 890 trips per day

Estimated 
Additional 
Truck Traffi c

~ 180 per day None based on 
development model 
post construction
 
Additional impact from 
normal growth of 
remaining industry

None based on 
development model 
post construction
 
Additional impact from 
normal growth of 
remaining industry

Varies based on 
model

Barge driven S3 
921 per barge call
 
Container yard 
462 per day

Double port activity  
up to 800 per day

Enhanced
Transit 
Supported?

N/A Could support 
enhanced transit uses
as a stop

Could not support
enhanced transit uses 
as a stop

N/A

Note: truck counts are based on interviews and tonnage estimates ; exact counts are not available
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Lessons from the Scenarios

Each scenario presented has a series of specifi c issues that Providence 
will need to consider. These issues are explained in the full report. 
However, all the scenarios have common elements that will require the 
development of tools, techniques, and approaches to bring any scenario 
to fruition.

Site Assembly and Preparation 
The area, particularly Allens Avenue, is marked by a large number of 
small parcels. In addition ,several of the sites are brownfi elds requiring 
environmental mitigation. Given the amount of infi ll development 
opportunities in the city that may have fewer environmental challenges 
and that consist of larger parcels, it may be necessary to prepare the Al-
lens Avenue corridor for development through a site assembly 
and cleanup program.

Development Gap Financing
Given the credit environment for the forseeable future, Providence’s 
historic absorption and real estate pricing structure and the potential 
cost of development in this area if no preparation work is completed, 
Providence will likely need to provide a series of gap fi nancing 
techniques to promote development in this area.

Public Access
Under any development scenario it will be important to fi nd mechanisms 
to allow for public access to the shoreline. Under private mixed use 
development options the city will need to avoid the unintended 
consequence of creating “gated” communities through design guidelines 
that promote public access. Further industrial development or maritime 
expansion will trigger maritime security requirements that will impede 
public access. In response, the city may need to secure selective parcels 
or require that land be set aside in any development for public access.

Infrastructure Investments
Under any development scenario aside from the base case, signifi cant 
infrastructure may be required. In the case of the mixed use type 
developments a combination of park space and transportation 
connections will need to be developed in addition to site work. In the 
case of Allens Avenue becoming an extension of the Port, substantial 
dredging, bulkhead construction, pier development, ramp construction 
and other forms of maritime infrastructure will need to be put in place in 
addition to site work. 
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What are other communities doing?

Around the country, many waterfront cities face the challenge of 
balancing existing maritime uses with demands for new waterfront use.  
Like Providence, most of these waterfronts are already built out, 
requiring planners to accommodate apparently confl icting uses.

This study examined 15 waterfront communities in the United States 
and Australia to identify what forward looking cities are doing to 
protect their waterfronts.

Overall, there is universal agreement that confl icting uses should be 
kept out of the center of heavy industrial zones.  The important 
questions are: (1) how is heavy industry defi ned and (2) what to do 
about the “edges” of zones where industrial, commercial, mixed use 
and residential meet.

Industrial Zones
Industrial zones permit manufacturing, assembly and storage within 
their boundaries. Heavy industrial zones permit additional hazardous 
and combustible uses -- occasionally subject to conditional approval.  
In some cities, additional uses are often permitted, subject to conditional 
approval, such as: live-work, artist lofts, houseboats, temporary worker 
quarters, and hotels/motels (if they are classifi ed commercial).

In Providence, the zoning along Allens Avenue permits a similar range 
of uses, while the Port of Providence is more restrictive.

Regulating Edges
Not all communities manage their edges, but “best practice” 
communities manage the edges of their zones through a variety of tools. 
These tools include specifi c zoning requirements, design and operating 
standards, environmental controls and proactive investments.
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Physical buffer turned into tree lined open space corridors 
as in this 200 foot wide green way in Portland Oregon.

Using buildings as a visual barrier. Placing the building over 
the road maximizes waterfront open space.

Using roads and train lines to establish borders.  Shown above is 
a 200 ft road in Baltimore that separates a residential neighborhood 
from the Port.

Landscaped berms to create visual barriers – such as this 
30 foot berm that divides the Houston Bayport from an adjacent 
residential development.

Buffers

Transition zones are physical “buffers” between uses. Buffering strategies 
include:
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Zoning Models

Zoning regulates the mix of uses in a district and the relationship of uses 
one to another. There are different methods for creating a mix of uses 
within or across zoned areas.

Conditional Use Permits & Adaptive Zoning
A Conditional Use Permit allows a city or county through a public hearing 
process to consider special uses which may be essential or desirable to a 
particular community, but that are not allowed as a matter of right within 
a zoning district. A conditional use permit can provide fl exibility within a 
zoning ordinance. Another traditional purpose of the conditional use per-
mit is to enable a municipality to limit uses which may have detrimental 
effects on the community.1 

Many communities use conditional use permits to control what happens 
in industrial zones. These permitted uses are subject to special 
approval and may include live-work, artist lofts, houseboats, temporary 
worker quarters, hotels/motels (classifi ed as commercial) as well 
as noxious, hazardous, and highly combustible uses. 

Mixed Use Zoning
Mixed use zoning allow overlapping uses “by right.” On working 
waterfronts, these typically allow maritime, industrial and commercial 
uses with specifi c restrictions.  In a number of communities studied, 
conditional residential is an emerging transition strategy.

Abutting Zones
Many communities allow mixed use and residential  zones to 
abut industrial zones. 

Tiered Zoning
Tiered zoning creates smaller zoning areas (typically abutting one another) 
that support and refl ect different industrial, commercial and residential 
uses and levels of intensity. On waterfronts tiered zones may include:

Maritime support industries
Water dependent non-industrial uses (like transport)
Commercial fi sheries and recreational oriented
Industrial and port-oriented uses

1. As defi ned in Neighborhood Action Group v. County of Calaveras (1984) 
   156 Cal.  App.3d 1176

Seattle uses descriptive images to clarify their Adaptive Zoning process.
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Measures for Heightened Project Review

A variety of measures are used to provide a heightened level 
of project review in order to secure particular uses for areas in transition. 
They include: Port Activity Zones, Reservation-style designations and Port 
Control Areas. (For more details see the Full Report.) In a Reservation-
model like the Baltimore MIZOD shown at right, protected port areas may 
be shaped to assure views and/or public access to the waterfront.

(See the following pages for a comparison of these measures.)
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Comparison of Maritime Industrial Protection Models

Port Activity 
Center

Industrial 
Sanctuary

MIZOD DPA

Location Florida Portland, OR Baltimore, MD Massachusetts

Regulatory or 
Planning

Planning oversight
and coordination

Regulatory Regulatory Regulatory

Land Area Tampa: 
12,391 acres

5532 acres
(harbor area)

2200 acres Diffi cult to assess

Buffer Area None Varies 
200 ft greenway buffer 
between key industrial 
area and residential 
district

30 ft with 
200 ft visual barrier 
requirement

Varies across different 
parts of Boston and 
Chelsea Creek

Parcel 
Review Process

Yes Yes Yes Yes
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Comparison of Maritime Industrial Protection Models

Port Activity 
Center

Industrial 
Sanctuary

MIZOD DPA

Location Florida Portland, OR Baltimore, MD Massachusetts

Basic 
Requirements

Land area tied to 
port by transportation 
access, distribution, 
logistics or manufac-
turing facilities

Industrial uses

Multi-modal industrial
transportation access

Uses that are                   
deemed incompatible 
with residential

Direct channel access 

Active rail corridor 
linking water to 
landside

Contiguous with 
existing MIZOD desig-
nated property

Industry dependent       
on water-based ac-
cess

Navigable entrance

Substantially devel-
oped shoreline with 
piers, bulkheads for
connection

Contiguous with other
DPA properties

Conditional Uses Not Applicable Varies by zoning level

Retail and commercial
limited conditional use
with limited FAR
 
Other conditional uses
include: waste man-
agement services, 
medical services is a
prohibited use

Conditional uses 
include:
 
Petroleum distribution      
over 30,000 gallons
Automobile scrapping
LPG
Junk or scrap storage 
Radioactive waste 
handling
Hazardous material
handling and storage

Subdistrict zoning 
within a DPA 
determines uses
 
East Boston has  6 
waterfront subdistricts



30

Design & Operating Standards

In mixed use zones, or where mixed uses abut heavy industries, some 
communities require new residential or commercial developments to meet 
higher design and construction standards.  Likewise, the operations of 
industrial and maritime uses are often more closely controlled.

Residential Design Standards

Maritime and Industrial Standards

Controls applied to maritime or industrial uses may affect business 
practices, such as requiring machinery to use low-sulfur fuels or 
electric power, providing shore power for ships, and prohibiting trucks 
from idling.  They may affect design specifi cations, such as requiring 
low angle lighting to reduce light pollution. And they may include site 
design guidelines such as collection ponds for storm water runoff or set-
backs from property lines.

Design standards are most frequently are applied to new developments or 
new uses.  Many of these requirements may not be visible, such as: in-
creasing insulation to shield residents from outdoor sounds; requirements 
for “blast/shatter resistant” windows; air circulating systems that can turn 
off venting during an emergency.  Other standards effect the massing and 
volumes of buildings, such as requirements to face private balconies away 
from dangerous and combustible uses.

Clean Truck Program Port of Los Angeles

Freemantle Design Standards 
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Other Approaches

There a number of other approaches that are frequently applied to support 
maritime uses in areas that are undergoing transition. These tend to fall 
under the auspices of authorities other than planning departments.

Sales and Leasing Agreements
Contract clauses that require owners and lease holders to acknowledge 
the adjacent uses, and limit litigation over those uses.

Tax Policy & Classifi cation strategies
Taxing maritime and industrial properties, for example, based on their 
present use, rather than the highest possible use of the land.

Expansion and Encroachment Negotiations
These negotiations may include: land swaps, relocating businesses, 
transferring development rights, etc.

Environmental Mitigation 
Permitting expansion in exchange for habitat restoration, coastal open 
space provisions (such as the Metro Bay SAMP), and public park 
development. 

Traffi c Controls
Traffi c controls may be used to create special dedicated traffi c corridors 
or prohibit truck travel along certain routes or during specifi ed hours.
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As this study indicates, many communities with active industrial 
waterfronts have grappled with balancing the redevelopment of 
underused waterfront land with the needs of an active, water dependent 
industrial sector. Allens Avenue and Field’s Point/Port of Providence are 
relatively compact geographic areas which limits the ability to use 
strategies common to communities with substantial land assets or 
regulatory responsibility over a substantial area of coastline. Moreover, 
the lack of regional planning authority makes it impossible to coordinate 
and allocate land uses across the broader “metro bay” common to water-
front communities in the southeast and on the west coast. Additionally, 
the lack of public sector capital to assemble sites, relocate businesses 
(further hindered by the limited land area of Providence) or purchase 
land to create buffers limits the ability for a public sector response to 
managing potential confl ict. Finally, the economic
fundamentals of Rhode Island – nearby land that is easier to develop, 
coupled with a different investment environment as a repercussion of the 
credit and fi nancial crisis of 2008 – will likely make the Allens Avenue 
district in particular, an area of transition for the foreseeable future.

As Providence moves forward and considers making specifi c zoning 
changes consistent with the Comprehensive Plan the following items 
should be considered.

Items for Consideration for the Comprehensive Plan

Heightened review standards to protect existing water 
dependent businesses.

Boston and Baltimore have developed models that could be emulated 
by Providence. Properties receiving this protection should meet a 
series of clear standards. These standards could include direct access 
to the main shipping channel, existence of usable waterborne shipping 
infrastructure such as piers and/or bulkheads and/or sitting directly 
adjacent to properties that have those characteristics to provide for 
continuity. The city should allow for periodic review of these standards 
and the economic performance of those properties receiving this 
designation to ensure that heightened standards of review are 
appropriate.

Limiting truck traffi c access

If the Providence waterfront increased its use as a port operation, 
there would be a substantial increase in heavy truck traffi c along 
Allens Avenue. Consideration should be given to limiting truck access 
from Allens Ave into the Jewelry District and the new Point Street 
Interchange for access to Interstate 95.

Conditional uses within a new zoning model for the area

When allowing mixed uses along the Allens Avenue corridor, con-
sideration should be given to the development of conditional uses in 
addition to “by-right” uses. Conditional uses could include housing, 
hotels, energy facilities, hazardous, noxious, highly fl ammable or 
combustible materials. Conditional uses should be tied to a series 
of design standards and risk mitigation requirements outlined below. 
It may be appropriate to consider conditional uses on a site by site 
or defi ned area basis.
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Require design and operating standards to manage potential 
confl icts and risk factors both along Allens Avenue and within 
Fields Point

Types of design standards to consider include: blast protections 
including balcony facings, locations of windows; seal off requirements 
to manage potential toxic gas emissions; light levels and angles; 
noise abatement construction.

Operating standards could include: vessel and truck operating 
requirements such as idling limits; requirements for shore power 
to reduce vessel emissions; noise reduction strategies requiring use 
of electric powered equipment.

To prevent the development of monolithic structures that create the 
impression of private gated communities, requirements regulating 
spacing among buildings should be considered. Retail and food 
establishments should be supported along public access corridors.  
Line-of-sight to greenways and public open space should be encouraged 
along corridors to support a range of uses.

Integrate environmental mitigation and buffering strategies 
to maximize use of available land

Given the relatively limited land area, effi cient use of land will be 
critical. The following graphics provide depictions of conceptual 
models that leverage fl ood zone setbacks and buffer zones to create 
greenways, new open space and stormwater management capability.
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1. Use green ways required for coastal access and habitat 
protection for surge tide protection.

2. Consider offsets to protect surge tide zones and create 
new public waterfront spaces.

3. Use side setbacks to buffer existing uses and control 
stormwater.

Waterfront Concepts Buffer Concepts

EXISTING

EXISTING

EXISTING

FLOOD ZONE

PUBLIC SPACE

SET BACK

4. Where possible, use buffers to provide waterfront 
access.

EXISTING

ACCESS WAY

Leveraging Buffer and Storm Surge Protection for Environmental Mitigation and Public Access
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EXISTING USE NEW USE

VISUAL BUFFER

WATER MGMNT

GREENWAY ACCESS

Setback / Buffer

Concept for Integrating Visual Buffer, Stormwater Management and Greenway Access
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