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INTRODUCTION
The purpose of the Land Use element is to establish a plan for the future uses of our land and to
propose land use control measures and regulations to protect these lands and the town’s residents.
Language in this element will serve as a guide for thoughtful decisions on the best way to use our
land, a precious and limited resource. This element presents a description of Middletown's current
and future land use, based on the interrelationship of development trends, natural constraints, the
transportation network and public services and facilities. Recommended future land use is based on
the goals and policies of this Comprehensive Plan and is illustrated through the Future Land Use Plan.
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The Future Land Use Plan serves as the town’s land use blueprint for the future. This update of the
Comprehensive Plan includes a significant amount of changes to the Future Land Use Plan. These
changes are explained later in the element. Changes to the town’s zoning ordinance will be initiated
with the adoption of this Comprehensive Plan in an effort to accomplish the goals and policies
identified in the Comprehensive Plan.
Recent land use planning accomplishments by the town include the West Main / Coddington
Development Center Master Plan that was produced in 2011. The Development Center Master Plan
will serve as a guiding document for the transformation of the area just north of Two-Mile Corner
into a vibrant, attractive, mixed use area, capitalizing on its relatively dense development pattern,
available land under public ownership, good transportation access, and available utilities. Plans for
this area are discussed further in a following section of this element.
Land Use Vision Statement: The Town of Middletown will ensure that the community
remains a desirable place to live by promoting sound growth and quality development
which preserves and protects the natural environment, rural landscapes, scenic beaches,
and established neighborhoods. We will retain our scenic landscapes while meeting
residents’ needs for a strong local economy. Middletown’s balance of land use will
promote local and regional sustainability.

Land Use 2025
The following data presented was developed in 2010 by the Rhode Island Geographic Information
System (RIGIS) for the Rhode Island Statewide Planning Program as part of an update to the "Land
Use 2025: Rhode Island State Land Use Policies and Plan." The data identifies areas with future use
potential, under three categories of development intensity and two categories of conservation.
Table L-1 Land Use 2025 Data for Middletown, Figure L-1 Land Use 2025 Middletown Land Use
Categories by Percentage, and Map L-1: Land Use 2025, quantify, display and illustrate current land
use for Middletown using categories from Land Use 2025.

Table L-1: Land Use 2025 Data for Middletown
Category

Percentage

Urban Development

34.13%

Sewered Urban Developed

27.98%
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Non-Urban Developed

10.04%

Major Parks & Open Space

9.92%

Prime Farmland

7.71%

Conservation/Limited

5.15%

Water Bodies

3.37%

Reserve

1.69%

Grand Total

100.00%

Figure L-1: Land Use 2025
Middletown Land Use Catergories by Percentage
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State Designated Growth Centers
Land Use 2025 defines growth centers as having “a core of commercial and community services,
residential development, and natural and built landmarks and boundaries that provide a sense of
place,” making them dynamic and efficient centers for development. A goal of the state is to prioritize
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investments to support growth within the urban services boundary and state approved growth
centers. Land Use 2025 identifies a potential growth center in Middletown in the general vicinity of
Two-Mile Corner (intersection of West Main and East Main Roads). The town will explore the
potential benefits and process involved in establishing Two-Mile Corner as a state recognized growth
center. Planned growth in the Two-Mile Corner area including implementation of the West Main /
Coddington Development Center Master Plan (described in further detail in a following section of this
element) is a priority for the Town. Prior to initiating a request to the State to establish an approved
growth center, the town must first develop a long-term vision for Two-Mile Corner; identify action
steps to direct development and investment to the area, and establish specific boundaries for the
growth center.

LAND USE 2011
The State of Rhode Island’s Land Use / Land Cover data produced from Spring 2011 orthophotography
is detailed in Appendix L-A. The minimum mapping unit for this dataset is half acre. Medium and
Medium High Density Residential together account for almost a quarter of Middletown’s land use.
Cropland is the second largest category with 13%. Figure L-2 Land Use 2011: Top 10 for Middletown
below displays the top ten land use/ land covers in Middletown as a percentage of the top ten. See
Map L-2: Current Land Use for a geographic representation of the town’s current land use.

Figure L-2: Land Use 2011: Top 10 for Middletown
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Middletown Zoning Regulations
Approximately 60% of Middletown is zoned residential with the highest density district being R-10
(10,000 sf lots) and the lowest density district being R-60 (60,000 sf lots). The largest percentage of
residentially zoned land is zoned R-40 (40,000 sf lots). Middletown has a high percentage of land
zoned Open Space with over 17%. Commercial zoning, including general business, limited industrial,
limited business, office business, and office park, has a total of over 12% of land in Middletown. Table
L-2 Middletown Land By Zoning District presents the total acres and percentage of land within each
of the town’s zoning districts. Figure L-3 Residential Zoning Districts as Percentage of Land Zoned
Residential illustrates the amount of each residential zoning district as a percentage of the total land
area designated residential.
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Table L-2: Middletown Land By Zoning District

R-40
R-20
R-60
R-10
R-30
RM
MT
OS
P
GB
LI
LB
OB
OP

Total Acres
5,074.1
1,464.5
1,133.2
916.0
741.0
681.4
125.7
12.3
2,332.0
1,453.1
878.9
1,028.6
341.5
304.2
156.5
132.2
94.2
8,434.7

Zoning District
Residential
Residential 40,000 sf lots
Residential 20,000 sf lots
Residential 60,000 sf lots
Residential 10,000 sf lots
Residential 30,000 sf lots
Residential Multifamily
Mobile Trailer
Other
Open Space
Public
Commercial
General Business
Limited Industrial
Limited Business
Office Business
Office Park
Grand Total

Percentage
60.2%
17.4%
13.4%
10.9%
8.8%
8.1%
1.5%
0.1%
27.6%
17.2%
10.4%
12.2%
4.0%
3.6%
1.9%
1.6%
1.1%
100.0%

Figure L-3: Residential Zoning Districts
as Percentage of Land Zoned Residential
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Watershed Protection Districts
In order to protect the quality and supply of water, the town has in place established Watershed
Protection Districts, which regulate the use and development of land adjoining watercourses and
primary recharge areas. The regulations include two subdistricts designated Zone 1, generally areas
within 200 feet from the centerline of a watercourse, and Zone 2, the watershed area which is
contributory to surface water runoff to the waterbodies contained in Zone 1. The Watershed
Protection Districts, designated on the town’s Zoning Map (See Map L-3) are superimposed over the
underlying zoning districts adding an additional layer of regulations for water protection purposes to
these properties.

A SUMMARY OF LAND USES IN MIDDLETOWN
CONSERVATION, RECREATION AND OPEN SPACE USES
Land and water in this land use category provide valuable natural functions in addition to satisfying
human recreational and psychological needs. Middletown completed a Recreation, Conservation,
and Open Space Master Plan in 2010. As detailed in the plan’s Open Space Inventory, Middletown
has 2,322 acres of land that can be classified as open space or recreational land. This includes
agricultural land, ballfields, parks, land set aside for conservation and water resource protection,
private recreation or conservation properties, and undeveloped land. A significant amount of open
space has been conserved in town since the last Comprehensive Plan update and that success is
illustrated in the Future Land Use Plan. The town has been successful with open space acquisition
over the past decade with the purchase of Boulevard Nurseries, Tibbetts Farm, and Kempenaar
Valley. The Open Space Inventory included in the Recreation, Conservation and Open Space Master
Plan details the significant amount, over 150 acres, of conservation land that is currently in town
ownership. The Aquidneck Land Trust has also played a valuable role in the preservation of open
space lands in Middletown with the conservation of 30 properties in Middletown as of 2013.
RESIDENTIAL LAND USE
The predominate land use in Middletown is residential with over half, approximately 57 percent, of
these units being single-family detached housing. Generally, the west side of Middletown has a
higher density of housing units than Middletown’s more rural eastern side of town. Higher density
housing is also present in neighborhoods located near the beaches.
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High Density
An average density of four dwelling units per acre or more will be found in most high density
residential areas. Such high density areas are presently zoned R-10 (10,000 sf lots), RM (Residential
Multi-family) or MT (Mobile Trailer) in Middletown. High density residential includes areas devoted
to multi-family housing, duplexes or single family housing on lots generally one third of an acre or
less and mobile home parks. The town no longer allows multi-family by right, and as a result, any
application would require a special use permit. The majority of high density residential development
can be found in Middletown’s west side.
The purpose of high density residential areas is to provide central, built-up areas of town that are
convenient to shopping areas and make more efficient use of land. Benefits associated with high
density residential development include less cost per capita for the installation of infrastructure,
including roads and utilities, less cost per capita for the delivery of government and emergency
services, and the social benefits of living in a neighborhood environment.
Medium Density
Medium density areas are zoned R-20 (20,000 sf lots) and R-30 (30,000 sf lots), and are in some cases
located in areas which are environmentally sensitive or lack either public water or public sewers.
Since many of the medium density areas are located within reservoir watersheds, the potential
problem of soil erosion and pollution of waterways must be addressed. Areas located directly
adjacent to waterways or reservoirs are generally planned for medium and low density development
depending on the availability of public water and sewers. These areas also fall into the Watershed
Protection Zones and must conform to special protection restrictions regarding any construction
within the zone.
Low Density
Low density residential development is zoned R-40 (40,000 sf lots) and R-60 (60,000 sf lots). Uses
considered appropriate for low-density residential areas are agriculture, conservation-style
residential development, estates, essential public uses and facilities, and open space and recreation.
Much of this land is located in the watersheds of Gardiner and Nelson Ponds. Soils in these areas,
often, are limited in their ability to support high-density development. However, portions of these
low-density areas do have access to public water and/or sewer services and may be able to support
higher density development.
Lands zoned R-40 and R-60 contain much of the remaining open space in town. Therefore, these
areas are likely to be where future residential development will occur. Successful conservation
efforts have ensured that a substantial amount of open space in these areas will remain undeveloped.
However, land conservation efforts should continue and the town should ensure that any residential
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development that does occur is environmentally sound and context sensitive, utilizing conservation
subdivision design techniques.

PROTECTION OF COMMUNITY CHARACTER
It is the town’s goal to maintain strong and unique neighborhoods with long-term viability and
appeal. In order to achieve this goal, the town should protect residential neighborhoods from
impacts of commercial development and promote high quality and appropriate design and
construction of all land development projects and subdivisions.
An issue that has resurfaced over time is that of residential infill and its impacts on the character of
established neighborhoods. New residential construction often designed to maximize square footage
and/or achieve water views, has resulted in structures out of scale with the existing traditional
neighborhood character. Most local regulations focus on land use, density, and height and
unfortunately often do not address important issues of scale and the relationship of the building to
the lot upon which it sits, to the rest of the street, and to the neighborhood. Middletown has a
residential height limit of 35 feet and some question whether additional regulations should be in
place to control the bulk in addition to merely the height of new construction. The town has tried to
address the issue in the past with proposed zoning ordinance amendments that would utilize roof
pitch as part of the equation in determining the maximum height; however it did not receive enough
support to pass at that time. The town should again explore options to address this issue including
residential bulk limit zoning regulations.
The town would also like to ensure that new subdivisions are of quality design and do not detract
from existing development or the town’s overall landscape. The regulations in place for
Conservation-style subdivisions, mandatory for all major subdivisions (defined as 6 or more lots) puts
the town in a good position to make advances towards this goal. Conservation Development is a site
planning technique which bases the layout of building lots and structures on the natural
characteristics of the land and reduces lot sizes so that the remaining land can be used for recreation,
common open space and/or the preservation of environmentally, historically, and culturally sensitive
features and/or structures. Conservation-style subdivisions if designed property can achieve the goal
of buffering new development from existing streets, neighborhoods, farmland, and parks and
conservation lands. The town should ensure significant screening of new development is achieved
through either the preservation of existing trees or the planting of quality species, preferable native.
The town should also require that street trees are planted in new subdivision that will add to the
appeal of the neighborhood and make for an attractive and established neighborhood once they
reach maturity.
Residential Buildout Analysis
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The Aquidneck Island Planning Commission completed a residential build-out analysis for the Town
of Middletown in 2010. The goal of the analysis was to determine the maximum number of
residential lots that could be developed under existing zoning. The results concluded that the town
has a total of 1,241 additional residential lots that could be developed with an estimated additional
population of 3,018. Table L-3 Possible New Lots by Zoning District displays how many lots can be
created in each of the town’s residential zoning districts.

T ABLE L-3: P OSSIBLE N EW L OTS BY Z ONING D ISTRICT
Zoning District

Lots

Acres

R-10

55

13.26

R-10A

11

2.87

R-20

171

90.36

R-20A

71

40.12

R-30

131

115.73

R-30A

112

94.77

R-40

487

555.2

R-60

199

352.04

R-60A

4

6.91

COMMERCIAL LAND USES
Land designated for commercial uses in the plan forms the hub of Middletown's business district and
provides important commercial services to Aquidneck Island and the region. There is approximately
1.3 million square feet (sf) of retail uses in Middletown, including 891,300 sf of direct (shoppers)
retail; 124,700 sf of restaurant; 107,700 sf of mixed use retail; and around 200,000 sf of miscellaneous
retail uses. Middletown has approximately 1.1 million sf of office space according to assessment
records. The majority of office properties (55%) have less than 10,000 sf and there has been little new
construction in the last decade with no new construction since 2005, based on assessment data.
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PROTECTION OF COMMUNITY CHARACTER
Controlling sprawl of commercial and retail development and preventing it from encroaching on
residential land uses is an important goal to the town. Additional commercial development should
be discouraged in areas outside existing established business corridors. Any new commercial growth
should continue to be in-fill development. Tear down and rebuild is an acceptable alternative within
these districts as this will allow economic development in town to meet current market needs as well
as move the town towards achieving the goals of commercial design standards.
AGRICULTURAL USES
Agriculture is a growing sector of the local economy. According to the US Census of Agriculture, the
number of farms in Rhode Island increased 42 percent, from 858 in 2002 to 1,219 in 2007. This
percentage increase is the highest in New England and ten times the national average. Between 2002
and 2007, the number of farms offering “agritourism” activities in the state increased seven-fold, and
sales generated through agritourism increased from $23,000 to $689,000. Agritourism is an
important and growing part of the region’s tourism sector and Middletown will ensure that local
policies support this growing sector. A growing trend to buy local, particular produce, may be
increasing the demand for local farm products. Continued agricultural operations will assist the town
in preserving its ability to produce food locally, making us more resilient.
In addition to agriculture's important role in the local economy, Middletown recognizes that vast
expanses of farmland provide residents with scenic open space and vistas which contributes to their
overall health and welfare and community character. As of 2012 there were 128 parcels in
Middletown that were included in the Farm, Forest, and Open Space program. Rhode Island law (4427) allows property enrolled in the Farm, Forest and Open Space Program to be assessed at its current
use, not its value for development. The purpose of the law is not to reduce property taxes, but to
conserve Rhode Island’s productive agricultural and forest land by reducing the chance it will have to
be sold for development.
Agricultural Business Overlay District
Some forms of economic incentive may be required to achieve the town’s goal of continued
agricultural land use. Most agricultural property in Middletown is zoned residential which places
restrictions on the type and scale of business endeavors that agricultural landowners can pursue. In
an effort to provide economic incentives for landowners to preserve their land as agricultural and
allow for appropriate, agriculture related businesses on farms, the town would like to craft an
agricultural business overlay district. This concept is best described in the RIDEM “Community
Guidance to Maintain Working Farms and Forests” released in 2012. The town envisions the overlay
district to be applied town wide on active agricultural properties. In order to accomplish this, the
town will need to determine and define the type, location and intensity of business uses that are
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acceptable on farms currently zoned for residential use and how best to mitigate any potential
negative impacts. The town should establish performance standards to control any potential impacts
of those uses including such items as setbacks, parking, signage, lighting, etc. and should place an
emphasis on the protection of scenic character.
INDUSTRIAL LAND USES
Industrial development is an important component of the town’s economic development, and should
be considered for sites suitable for more intensive uses. It is essential that any potential conflicts
between industrial development and other uses, such as residential development, be minimized
through mitigation measures including buffering, use restrictions, and performance standards.
Performance standards for industrial uses should be implemented in the Zoning Ordinance in order
to minimize negative impacts of industrial use on abutting property. Standards should include limits
or prohibitions on such impacts as smoke, particulate matter, odor, toxic matter, noise, vibration, fire
hazards, heat, glare, and waste discharges.
Middletown has a relatively small area of land currently zoned or planned for industrial use and the
potential for new industrial development in town is limited. The town has approximately 300 acres
of land zoned for light industrial (LI) use in two separate areas of town: the area which includes and
surrounds the airport; and an area fronting on West Main Road, known as the former RIPTA property
or Omni. The bulk of the LI zoned area in town is contained within the Colonel Robert F. Wood
Airpark.
Colonel Robert F. Wood Airpark (Newport State Airport)
Middletown is host to Colonel Robert F. Wood Airpark, also known as Newport Airport, which is
owned and operated by the Rhode Island Airport Corporation (RIAC). The airport area includes nine
separate parcels that are zoned partially or entirely for light industrial use. This amounts to
approximately 275 acres of land zoned LI, of which 222.8 acres are part of the airport property. The
remainder includes the Forest Park mobile home park, Middletown Tradesman’s Center, and land
owned by the Crystal Springs spring water company. With the exception of the Crystal Springs
property, which is subject to a conservation easement held by the Aquidneck Land Trust, all LI zoned
parcels are developed to some extent. There is little vacant land available for new light industrial
development in this area of town.
In Rhode Island, municipalities are legally obligated to establish and enforce appropriate airport land
use compatibility planning. To assist municipalities, RIAC prepared in 2013 a Guidebook to assist local
officials with the tools to plan for and enforce land uses that are compatible with their local airports.
Middletown has reviewed the “Rhode Island Airport Land Use Compatibility Guidebook,” and intends
to utilize it as a planning tool to assist in:
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 Protection of the navigable airspace around Newport State Airport and the Federal Aviation
Regulations (FAR) that support it
 Establishment and maintenance of a safe operating environment around the Newport State
Airport
 Supporting Newport State Airport as a transportation facility
In conjunction with the recommendations of RIAC’s Aviation Systems Plan, the Town should
designate an Airport Hazard Area Overlay District. The purpose of the district is to regulate the types
of land uses and the height of buildings and trees in the district to avoid creating airport hazards. The
zoning ordinance should be amended so that it is consistent with applicable state and federal
requirements pertaining to airport hazards.
The Omni Property
The Omni property, formerly used by RIPTA (RI Public Transit Authority) as a garage and yard, totals
24.6 acres and is located in the northern part of town abutting the east side of West Main Road (Plat
111, lots 8, 9, 9A). The property is mostly vacant now, and is the only sizable developable area zoned
for Light Industrial use in the town. The Future Land Use Plan (Map L-4) designates this area for
industrial development. All appropriate measures, in terms of zoning and other restrictions, should
be taken to ensure that any industrial development does not adversely impact abutting residential
uses.
If recent conversations continue regarding the appropriate future use of this property, conducting a
cost benefit analysis could be beneficial in determining whether the land use and zoning proposed is
advisable. Existing market conditions should not be the main factor in determining the land use or
zoning for a property. Town staff and boards could work to investigate tax incentives and other
funding opportunities in order to encourage the type of industrial development the town would like
to see happen on the site if industrial land use is determined to be the most appropriate use for the
property. As of April 2014, the owner has an approved plan to develop self storage on a portion of
the property.
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Aquidneck Corporate Park
The Aquidneck Corporate Park, was previously designated for industrial development on the Future
Land Use Plan, however the park is zoned Office Park (OP), which is a blending of the LI (Limited
Industrial) and Office Business (OB) zoning districts. This corporate park and zoning district were
created by the Town to promote the development of high-tech and defense related industry at that
location. Most lots within the park are currently developed to some extent.
Naval Station Newport
Although the Town may have a limited amount of privately held industrial land, land currently zoned
public and held by the U.S. Navy should be considered in some respects industrial land use. This land
and the naval activities occurring on base are industrial in nature and serve as an enormous economic
driver to the local economy providing thousands of quality jobs. If additional NAVSTA Newport land
is determined to be surplus in the future, portions could be utilized for private industrial development
opportunities, as indicated in the Aquidneck Island Planning Commission (AIPC) West Side Master
Plan.
PUBLIC / INSTITUTIONAL USES
This category includes land holdings of local, state and federal governments or their agencies, plus
quasi-public institutions. The purpose of this category is to recognize the extent of public land
holdings and how they relate to overall planning for the community. Middletown's single largest user
of public (institutional) land is the United States Navy. No major expansion of public land holdings
are expected, but reuse of Navy land could have a significant impact on Middletown.
In 2005, the Aquidneck Island Planning Commission published the West Side Master Plan which
provides for the utilization of U.S. Navy property for the maximum benefit of the three island
communities in the event Navy land is surplused. The plan stresses the appropriate reuse of these
lands as sites for recreation (including shoreline access), economic development including militaryrelated research and development, or other uses that will provide jobs and tax benefits, while
preserving natural resources on these sites must be considered.
The Navy declared approximately 225 acres of property at Naval Station Newport as surplus on
February 9, 2010. Parcels include the former Navy Hospital in Newport; the former Navy Lodge parcel
and Midway Pier in Middletown; tank farms 1 & 2 in Portsmouth; and portions of Defense Highway
(Burma Rd.) in Middletown and Portsmouth. Under the guidance of the Aquidneck Island Planning
Commission, AIRPA (Aquidneck Island Reuse Planning Authority) was established in 2010. The three
communities individually worked to develop reuse plans for the parcels within their jurisdictions.
AIRPA then compiled the single, unified reuse plan that was submitted to the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the Navy for approval. The Navy is currently in the
process of preparing an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) to evaluate the disposal and reuse of
these surplus properties at NAVSTA Newport.
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The two properties in Middletown that have been declared surplus by the US Navy are the following:
Midway Pier/Greene Lane Park
As envisioned in the Aquidneck Island Planning Commission’s (AIPC) West Side Master Plan,
the town is excited about the possibility of a new fishing pier and park at the location of
the former Midway Pier, near the intersection of Greene Lane and Burma Road. This
proposal would provide Middletown with its only direct public access to Narragansett Bay.
With the Town Council’s endorsement, the town has submitted a public benefit convenience
request to AIRPA. If approved, approximately 25 acres of land along Burma Road and the
coastline would be transferred to the Town for recreational use at no cost.

Greene Lane Park

Former Navy Lodge Parcel
The West Main / Coddington Development Center Master Plan serves as a guide for the reuse of this
approximately three acre parcel as well as 12 acres of abutting town-owned land at the intersection
of West Main Road and Coddington Highway. The plan is based on market opportunities and sitespecific constraints. The outcome of this work, which included opportunities for abutter/stakeholder
and public input, resulted in a preferred mixed-use reuse scenario for the Navy Lodge parcel. The
Town Council voted to recommend an economic development conveyance as the preferred
disposition mechanism for inclusion in the AIRPA reuse plan. The well-planned redevelopment of the
Navy parcel and abutting town land will reshape this highly visible and valuable commercial area of
Middletown, and promote investment in the redevelopment and enhancement of other properties
Middletown Comprehensive Community Plan | 2014 IX-16

IX. LAND USE

in the surrounding area. The following section describes the preferred development concept in more
detail.

SPECIAL AREAS & POLICIES
West Main / Coddington Development Center Master Plan
The town completed the West Main/Coddington Development Center Master Plan in 2011 which
envisions a mixed-use center in the vicinity of the intersection of Coddington Highway and West Main
Road. The area currently includes a significant amount of adjoining publicly-owned property including
a Recreational Complex, the Town Library, the recently closed J.F.K. Elementary School, and a three
acre parcel of Navy land which was declared surplus. The Navy parcel, site of the former Navy Lodge,
will be disposed of through the Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) process. Currently, disjointed
residential and commercial uses, unattractive streetscapes, inadequate pedestrian facilities, and
congested intersections make for an uninviting pedestrian environment.

West Main / Coddington Development Center
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The town would like to see the area transformed into a walkable and attractive destination to include
a mix of commercial, residential, and municipal uses that is well integrated with the surrounding
neighborhoods. Overlay zoning should be drafted and adopted to ensure the town’s vision for this
special area is implemented when private development takes place. Specific urban design and
transportation goals that were aspects of the preferred scenario (illustration included on Land Use
Element Cover Page) include:
 Multi-story buildings with ground floor retail
 Create a municipal zone with a town common
 Orient buildings towards West Main Road
 Lining the “internal street” with buildings
 Create pedestrian amenities through varied setback and building form
 Place parking at the rear of buildings
 Pedestrian connections to existing residential areas
 Improve traffic flow and safety with a new full access drive with pedestrian crossings
 Reduce curb cuts, consolidate entry/exit points, and restrict turning movements
 Enhanced landscaping along Coddington Highway
 Plan for improvements to key intersections

Trends and Impacts of Big Box Retail Development
Communities have changed dramatically over the past two decades due in part to the proliferation
of supersized general merchandise stores often referred to as “big-box” stores. Although there is no
agreed upon defining square footage for what qualifies as a “big-box” store, they are generally large
in size, industrial style buildings, and part of a chain. These large commercial enterprises have
changed the landscape of the west side of Middletown.
Communities and consumers are increasingly becoming aware of the impacts of these supersized
stores. Increased traffic due to “big-box” development can contribute to environmental and noise
pollution and can potentially lower the value of nearby homes. Communities often experience a
reduction in the number of small-scale, locally-owned retailers that are in direct competition with
big-box retailers. The high visibility location of “big-box” stores coupled with their lack of design and
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architectural quality, creates a visual that can be detrimental to a community’s sense of place and
public
image.
With its significant amount of large-scale retail stores and shopping centers, Middletown in recent
history has become known as the “shopping center of Aquidneck Island”. Several “big-box” retailers
have entered the market here in Middletown despite its island location which limits a trade area
radius and customer drawing capacity. The tourism influence for retail, coupled with a “captive”
consumer base is believed to compensate for the limited trade area constraint (RKG Associates, West
Main /Coddington Development Master Plan, 2011). Since the town already has an adequate supply
of commercial land to support current and projected needs, future expansion of commercial uses
should be restricted to infill of existing commercial areas.
The growing trend of internet-based retailers and shopping is leading to a decline in the demand for
brick-and-mortar retail. Knowing this growing trend and our limited trade area constraint, the town
is concerned that “big-box” stores will eventually close and the community will be left with a
significant amount of vacant commercial space. The town has already witnessed the closing of
several large stores and therefore would prefer redevelopment and reinvestment in the existing
commercial infrastructure rather than construction of more “big box” stores on green space further
encroaching on existing residential neighborhoods.
The town’s objective is to encourage strategies that will better regulate “big-box” development. The
town’s zoning ordinance should be utilized as a means to restrict and place special conditions on “bigbox” development including design considerations and size limitations. Commercial development in
town should be designed and sized in a manner which is aesthetically and operationally harmonious
with the surrounding development. It should not have a significant adverse impact on the safety and
efficiency of operation of our transportation network.
Therefore, in an effort to restrict large single-use retail development, the town should continue to
impose a maximum building footprint of 35,000 square feet. Regulations should continue to
discourage development of large single-use retail buildings with an expanse of parking located in
front.
Over time, with strong regulations in place and adhered to, redevelopment opportunities will
transform our commercial corridors to more village-style pedestrian friendly mixed-use areas as
outdated styles of large single story “big-box” commercial enterprises close their doors. Mixed-use
centers provide greater opportunity for architectural quality, site design amenities, public gathering
spaces, and are often more competitive than single-use shopping centers.
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Promoting Mixed-Use Development
As promoted in the West Side Master Plan, the “strip commercial” qualities of many of the areas
along the West Main Road corridor could be gradually transformed through the promotion of mixeduse. The town would like to encourage mixed-use development similar to traditional New England
villages by grouping complementary land use activities. In an effort to implement this vision, this plan
endorses a new and expanded “commercial / mixed-use” designation on the town’s Future Land Use
Plan to be applied to all properties in our established commercial / general business areas. This
would allow property owners the option to develop mixed-use within the general business zone. A
new mixed-use zoning ordinance should be implemented that minimizes the impact of potentially
incompatible uses and ensures special consideration is paid to how and where residential units are
integrated.
An objective of the Town is to combine uses in ways that create commercial areas with better
character, minimize traffic, reduce infrastructure costs, and preserve remaining undeveloped land.
These multiple goals can be accomplished with mixed-use development that combines commercial
with other land uses such as office and residential in appropriate locations. Mixed-use development
generally requires increased density, which allows for more compact development. Local
performance standards should be used to properly mix these uses without creating internal conflicts
and to promote a high quality of design. This can be accomplished through minor changes and
additions to the town’s already established regulations including development plan review and
commercial design standards.
Mixed-use neighborhoods have many benefits to a community and its residents including creating a
sense of place, creating areas that are active throughout the day, increasing housing options, and
reducing auto dependence. Mixed-use developments, if designed properly, can produce a
pedestrian-oriented center that encourages physical activity and social interaction with storefrontstyle shopping streets. Aquidneck Avenue was also identified as having the potential to transition to
a mixed-use neighborhood.
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East Main Road Gateway – Rural Village Concept
The East Main Road corridor north of Turner Road provides the opportunity for a pleasing gateway
to Middletown with its scenic open vistas. The goal of the Town to protect the corridor from large
scale commercial and residential development has been significantly accomplished with conservation
easements on Boulevard Nurseries and Newport Vineyards properties. Currently, commercial
activities along the east side of East Main Road in this area are operating on properties zoned R-30.
A new zoning district for this area that recognizes existing development but is sensitive to the
predominately agricultural nature of the surrounding area should be considered. This district should
encourage agri-tourism based businesses and New England village style architecture that enhances
the natural vistas and creates a unique sense of place. The Future Land Use Plan designates this area
of town as “Rural Village” to promote the enhancement of this area into a small scale mixed-use
village with an agricultural and agri-tourism underpinning. High intensity commercial enterprises
shall not be permitted and the town should take special precaution when crafting the zoning for this
area to ensure it retains and enhances the rural village quality hoped to be achieved.

THE FUTURE LAND USE PLAN
During the Comprehensive Plan update process, the Comprehensive Plan Update Committee (CPUC)
proposed a significant number of changes to the Future Land Use Plan (MapL-4 Future Land Use).
Many of these changes were an effort to bring more consistency between the Future Land Use Plan
and current zoning, existing land uses and established patterns and density of development. The
following section highlights notable changes that were made to the Future Land Use Plan during this
Comprehensive Plan Update.
In an effort to promote mixed-use development in town the “Mixed Use” designation has been
expanded to include all properties previously designated as “General Business/Commercial”. The
CPUC found that mixed-use developments in Middletown are appropriate along major commercial
corridors where infill or redevelopment opportunities exist. A combination of uses could be mutually
supporting by promoting easy access among services, stores, and other amenities especially by
pedestrians. Additionally, mixed-use developments with neighborhood scale retail could serve as an
improved transition between the town’s residential neighborhoods to commercial areas. The
updated Future Land Use Plan designation is referred to as “General Business/Mixed Use”.
In order to highlight all the successful conservation work that has occurred in the town over the past
decade, the CPUC decided to reflect this in the Future Land Use Plan by incorporating multiple
categories of open space and include parcels that have been protected through conservation
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easements. It should be noted that although major portions of these properties may be conserved
this does not necessarily preclude the property owner from developing a portion of their property.
Each easement is crafted differently and future uses may vary. Recent lands acquired and owned by
the Town for open space have also been added to the map in the new land use designation of
“publicly-owned and/or zoned open space lands.”
The CPUC also wanted to reflect the amount of agricultural land use in town without negatively
impacting the viability of the farming community or inaccurately representing the possibility that
some of these lands could be developed. The underlying zoning of these properties is residential and
by designating these lands in the Future Land Use Plan as “active agricultural use – zoned residential”
the town does not intend to take away any of the land owners’ development rights or access to
collateral, only to suggest that it is the town’s desire and plan that the land remain in active
agriculture use. Therefore, there will be no changes in zoning to these properties.
A northern section of the east side of East Main Road has been designated as “Rural Village” in order
to more accurately describe and promote the existing uses of the land. The conserved vineyards and
agricultural land surround a small village style mixed-use area with an agritourism focus. A limited
amount of small scale commercial operations related to and/or supporting nearby agricultural use
may be permitted. However, any attempt to permit larger scale higher intensity commercial shall
not be permitted along the northern section of East Main Road. Zoning regulations and a zoning map
amendment need to be adopted to implement this new zoning district.
The Future Land Use Plan designates the Aquidneck Corporate Park as “Industrial”; however, the land
is currently zoned for office and commercial use. The town therefore proposed a change to the
Future Land Use Plan to establish a “Corporate Park” designation to more accurately represent the
current and future use of this economic asset.
“Institutional” use designation was expanded to include portions of the St. George’s campus that did
not previously reflect the current and future use of that land, as well as, the southern portion of the
Navy base within Middletown that had previously been designated “Industrial”.
In support of the concept to expand the Polo Center south on Aquidneck Avenue and extend Johnny
Cake Hill Road, the town is proposing extending the Limited & Office Business designation to several
lots currently designated and zoned Medium Density Residential. Zoning would have to be amended
for these lots to ensure consistency between the Comprehensive Plan and Zoning Ordinance and to
allow the possibility for future commercial development to occur.
In addition to the Rural Village District and Polo Center Expansion, both described above, a small
number of additional zoning map amendments would be necessary to achieve consistency between
the Future Land Use Map and the Zoning Map. The southern portion of Paradise Avenue and the
condominium development off of Brown’s Lane would require zoning map amendments to achieve
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consistency with the Future Land Use Map, refer to Map L-5 Potential Zoning Map Changes. Prior to
implementing any changes to zoning designations on individual parcels necessary to conform the
Zoning Map to the Future Land Use Map, an analysis to determine the current zoning status relative
to any past zoning board decisions or restrictions on the parcel should be undertaken.
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LAND USE - Goals, Policies, & Action Items
GOAL L-I: To achieve a balanced and harmonious development pattern in Middletown that
promotes economic growth and reinvestment while preserving neighborhood integrity,
environmental and aesthetic quality, and overall livability
Policies

L-I.A. Promote a land use
and development
framework based upon
smart growth principles

Action Items

Responsible
Department

Timeframe

L-I.A.1. Review and update the
zoning ordinance, and subdivision
regulations to ensure smart growth
principles are encouraged

Planning Board;
Town Council

Short-term
(1-2 years)

L-I.A.2. Adopt mixed-use zoning
ordinance which allows for mixed
use in all commercial areas.
 Identify site specific properties
where mixed-use zoning
should be encouraged
 Create incentives for property
owners/developers to build
mixed use properties

Planning Board;
Town Council

Short-term
(1-2 years)

L-I.A.3. Explore residential bulk
limit zoning regulations as a means
to limit the scale of new
construction and protect the
character of existing residential
neighborhoods

Planning Board;
Town Council

Short-term (12 years)

L-I.A.4. Explore establishing TwoMile Corner area as a State
recognized growth center

Planning Board;
Town Council

Medium-term
(3-5 years)

L-I.A.5. Research how form-based
zoning could complement our
existing Commercial Design
Standards

Planning
Department

Medium-term
(3-5 years)
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L-1.A.6 Take appropriate steps to
ensure that the Zoning Ordinance
and Zoning Map are consistent
with the Future Land Use Plan, as
identified on Map L-4, Future Land
Use and Map L-5, Potential Zone
Changes.

Planning Board;
Town Council

Short-term (12 years)
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L-I.B. Identify and
maintain a list of
potential open space
properties for
conservation

L-I.C. Create walkable
neighborhoods and a
connected transportation
network for all modes
and people of all ages

L-I.D. Ensure land uses
that surround the Colonel
Robert F. Wood Airpark
are compatible with
airport operations

L-I.B.1. Contact property owners to
encourage conservation options

Town
Administrator;
Open Space &
Recreation
Committee

Ongoing

L-1.C.1. Require street connectivity
to existing street network when
possible and when new
subdivisions and roads are
proposed

Planning Board

Ongoing

L-1.C.2. Require safe pedestrian
accessibility to commercial
developments

Planning Board

Ongoing

L-1.C.3. Require sidewalks, within
new residential developments, and
where desirable offer incentives to
developers to create walking
and/or bicycle paths

Planning Board

Ongoing

L-1.C.4. Inventory priority streets
for the installation of new
sidewalks to include in Capital
Improvement Program (CIP)

Police
Department;
Engineering

Short-term
(1-2 years)

L-1.C.5. When there is enough
space, provide a landscaping strip
along sidewalks to buffer
pedestrians from traffic and as a
place to accommodate snow

Planning Board;
Engineering

Ongoing

L-I.D.1. Develop and adopt an
Airport Hazard Area Overlay
District

Planning Board;
Town Council

Short-term (12 years)

L-I.D.2. Communicate significant
proposed development nearby
airport to Rhode Island Airport
Corporation (RIAC)

Planning
Department;
Zoning

Ongoing
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L-I.E. Participate in
regional planning efforts
with appropriate partners
and neighboring
communities

L-1.E.1. Participate in regional
planning efforts with appropriate
partners and neighboring
communities

Planning Board;
Planning
Department;
Town Council

Ongoing

GOAL L-II: Appropriately site commercial and industrial uses
Policies

Action Items

Responsible
Department

Timeframe

L-II.A. Discourage
additional commercial
sprawl/large-scale strip
retail development

L-II.A.1. Require that significant
future retail development be
contained within areas or on
parcels already devoted to this
type of use

Planning Board;
Town Council

Ongoing

L-II.B. Encourage the
redevelopment of vacant
and underutilized
commercial properties

L-II.B.1. Consider adopting
incentives to attract desirable
development and redevelopment
to areas of town with existing
infrastructure, including a potential
Growth Center at Two-Mile Corner

Planning Board;
Town Council

Medium-term
(3-5 years)

Middletown Comprehensive Community Plan |2014 IX-27

IX. LAND USE

L-II.C.1. Provide
opportunities for light
industrial development

L-II.C.1. Maintain industrial zoning
in areas that have historically
been used for industrial purposes

Planning Board; Town
Council

Ongoing

L-II.C.2. Ensure light industrial
development is compatible with
adjacent land uses and the
environment through use of
design and performance
standards

Planning Board;
Zoning Board

Ongoing

GOAL L-III: Preserve and maintain the agricultural landscape and heritage of Middletown
Policies

Action Items

Responsible
Department

Timeframe

L-III.A. Conserve
agricultural land,
important soils and the
economic viability of
the local agricultural
industry

L-III.A.1. Acquire development
rights with land trusts and
private/public land preservation
organizations to agricultural
parcels

Town Council; Open
Space & Fields
Committee

Ongoing
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L-III.B. Allow flexibility
in regulations to
support the needs of
agricultural businesses

L-III.B.1. Craft a new overlay
district and zoning amendments
that would allow agricultural land
owners to utilize a portion of
their land for agriculturallyrelated business endeavors
including events and the
production of value-added
products to support the
continued agricultural use of the
land and provide agri-tourism
opportunities for residents and
visitors

Planning Board; Town
Council

Short-term
(1-2 years)

L-III.B.2. Establish a Rural Village
District along East Main Road that
allows for appropriate, small
scale, agriculturally -related
businesses

Planning Board; Town
Council

Short-term
(1-2 years)

GOAL L-IV: Protect natural resources including environmentally sensitive lands, flora and
fauna, and water quality
Policies

L-IV.A. Work to
conserve lands and
natural resources
which have
conservation values
that benefit the
community

Action Items

Responsible
Department

Timeframe

L-IV.A.1. Identify and prioritize
environmentally sensitive areas

Planning Department

Medium-term
(3-5 years)

L-IV.A.2. Purchase and protect
environmentally sensitive land,
where feasible and available

Town Administrator;
Town Council; Open
Space & Fields
Committee

Ongoing

L-IV.A.3. Review current zoning of
environmentally sensitive lands to
ensure appropriate designations

Planning Department;
Planning Board; Town
Council

Medium-term
(3-5 years)
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L-IV.B. Preserve and/or
establish natural
resource connections
such as greenways,
blueways, and wildlife
corridors

L-IV.B.1. Preserve land
as greenways and
blueways, utilizing land
trusts, conservation
foundations, and
government agencies
as potential partners

Town Council

Ongoing

L-IV.C. Protect water
quality on a local and
regional basis for
private and public
water supplies

L-IV.C.1. Require the
use of integrated best
management practices
particularly in
watershed sensitive
areas

Planning Department;
Zoning Board; Public
Works

Ongoing

Policies

Action Items

Timeframe

L-V.A. Preserve the
character of Second
and Third Beaches
while supporting
appropriate
recreational uses and
ensuring public safety

Responsible
Department

L-V.A.1. Implement
improvements to
beach facilities and
activities as necessary

Town Council; Public
Works

Ongoing

L-V.B.1. Adopt the
recommendations in
the West Side Master
Plan, including
preserving shoreline
property such as the
Navy land along
Narragansett Bay.

Planning Department;
Planning Board; Town
Administrator; Town
Council

Short-term (1-2 years)
and Ongoing

GOAL L-V: Maintain and preserve beaches and other shoreline features as significant
natural resources

L-V.B. Acquire
shoreline property
valuable for public use,
as it becomes available
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GOAL L-VI: Take advantage of opportunities for appropriate redevelopment of the West
Side which benefit the Town and U.S. Navy
Policies

Action Items

Responsible
Department

Timeframe

L-VI.A.1. Engage local
and regional partners
in discussions about
compatible and
appropriate uses
around military land

Town Council; Planning
Board

Ongoing

Town Council; Planning
Board

Ongoing

Town Council; Planning
Department

Short (1-2 years),
Medium (3-5 years),
and Long-term (6-10+
years)

L-VI.A. Support the
continued military use
L-VI.A.2. Allow and
of those land areas that
encourage future
are needed for Naval
military-related
Station Newport and
research and
other related evolving
development and other
national priorities
military-compatible
uses in appropriate
locations that are
proximate to existing
facilities
L-VI.B. Ensure that the
reuse of excess Navy
land is consistent with
the economic, civic and
environmental goals of
the town

L-VI.B.1. Implement
planned
redevelopment of
excess Navy land

GOAL L-VII: Protect and enhance the natural scenic beauty and heritage of Middletown as a
coastal New England community
Policies
L-VII.A. Ensure
development will have
a minimal impact on
scenic resources which
provide quality of life
for residents and
visitors

Timeframe

L-VII.A.1. Develop an
inventory of scenic
resources in
Middletown

Responsible
Department

Planning Department

Medium-term (3-5
years)

L-VII.A.2. Consider
scenic resources when
reviewing the type,
location, and intensity
of land uses

Planning Board

Ongoing

Action Items
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L-VII.B. Enhance the
aesthetics of our built
environment

L-VII.A.3. Implement
projects and programs
that enhance views at
publicly accessible
viewpoints

Town Administrator;
Planning Department;
Open Space & Fields
Committee; Tree
Commission

Ongoing

L-VII.A.4. Identify
roadways for potential
scenic roads
designation

Planning Department;
Town Council

Medium-term
(3-5 years)

L-VII.A.5. Encourage
the planting of new,
resilient street trees
that contribute to the
town's tree canopy and
the preservation of
existing trees in new
developments.

Planning Department;
Zoning; Tree
Commission

Ongoing

L-VII.C.1. Uphold the
town’s commercial
design standards that
require the use of
traditional colonial
architecture and
quality natural building
materials that are
historically accurate

Planning Board;
Planning Department;
Building & Zoning

Ongoing

Town Administrator;
Public Works

Ongoing

Planning Board;
Planning Department;
Town Administrator;
Town Council;
Engineering

Ongoing

L-VII.C.2. Maintain
historic structures
owned by the town
L-VII.C.3. Minimize the
visual impact of utility
lines through measures
such as
undergrounding and
tree plantings
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APPENDIX L-A: LAND USE 2011 TABLE
Land Use
Medium High Density Residential (1/4 to 1/8 acre lots)
Cropland (tillable)
Medium Density Residential (1 to 1/4 acre lots)
High Density Residential (<1/8 acre lots)
Deciduous Forest (>80% hardwood)
Brushland (shrub and brush areas, reforestation)
Pasture (agricultural not suitable for tillage)
Developed Recreation (all recreation)
Water
Commercial (sale of products and services)
Wetland
Institutional (schools, hospitals, churches, etc.)
Medium Low Density Residential (1 to 2 acre lots)
Mixed Forest
Airports (and associated facilities)
Idle Agriculture (abandoned fields and orchards)
Orchards, Groves, Nurseries
Low Density Residential (>2 acre lots)
Commercial/Industrial Mixed
Other Transportation (terminals, docks, etc.)
Cemeteries
Railroads (and associated facilities)
Sandy Areas (not beaches)
Beaches
Transitional Areas (urban open)
Industrial (manufacturing, design, assembly, etc.)
Vacant Land
Rock Outcrops
Mines, Quarries and Gravel Pits
Waste Disposal (landfills, junkyards, etc.)
Power Lines (100' or more width)
Water and Sewage Treatment
Softwood Forest (>80% softwood)
Roads (divided highways >200' plus related facilities)
Grand Total
Source: RIGIS, March 2014

Total Acres
1,480
1,403
1,052
995
870
591
510
491
466
466
458
444
204
147
132
120
100
98
95
64
53
41
40
40
39
36
31
23
10
6
5
3
3
2
10,518

Percentage
14.07%
13.34%
10.00%
9.46%
8.27%
5.62%
4.84%
4.67%
4.43%
4.43%
4.36%
4.22%
1.94%
1.40%
1.26%
1.15%
0.95%
0.93%
0.90%
0.61%
0.50%
0.39%
0.38%
0.38%
0.37%
0.34%
0.30%
0.22%
0.09%
0.06%
0.04%
0.03%
0.03%
0.02%
100.00%
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