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The Role of the Planning Board 

 
Planning Board Duties. Massachusetts Law assigns the Planning Board the responsibility for 
making “careful studies” and when necessary preparing plans of the resources, possibilities and 
needs of town, and, upon the completion of such study, submitting them to the selectmen, with 
recommendations. It specifically directs the preparation of a Master Plan for our Town. 
An excerpt from M.G.L. Chapter 41 is attached. 
 
1. Master Plan. The most important part of preparation of the Master Plan is study, thinking, 
and conversations with officials and members of the public as the Plan is prepared. The Plan 
should reflect the values and vision of the town’s citizens. A good Master Plan is one that 
encourages organizations to take individual action items and actually get them accomplished.   
 
Over the past 40 years, Planning Boards have produced Economic Development Studies, 
Community Development Plans, Build-out Studies, Zoning Studies, and, recently, a Plan for the 
Area Surrounding the MBTA Station. Other organizations in town have produced many more 
plans, including an Affordable Housing Plan in 2008 and the very excellent Open Space and 
Recreation Plan in 2009. 
  
In 1995 a comprehensive Economic Development Program, conducted with State grant money 
for a consultant, developed two significant recommendations: that the Town abolish its “dry” 
status, and that Rockport hire a Town Administrator.  Both have been accomplished, through 
much effort by many Rockporters.   
 
Master Plan Outline. The Master Plan sets forth goals and policies for Rockport. Through 
interaction with other organizations and individuals, and with much public input, we establish a 
list of community values and goals, and lay out a pattern for future development.  
 
We look at land use, including zoning, subdivision control, and site plan review, and we study 
the protection of resources like shoreline and watersheds and wetlands. 
 
 We look at housing, and study how Rockport can provide more and better affordable housing, 
including how to make it possible for people to stay in the homes they have.  
 
Economic development is an important element. This includes finding ways to attract new 
businesses, and to generate ways for more citizens to find work in town.  
 
We study open spaces and recreational areas, and work to ensure that Rockport does 
everything possible to protect our woodlands, quarries and beaches. We provide information on 
all our natural resources, with policies and strategies to manage and protect them. 
 
We look at traffic circulation, transportation, and parking. 
 
 We look at future planning for water supply, sewage handling, and stormwater management. 
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2. Ongoing duties of the Planning Board. Work on the Master Plan is important, but what the 
Planning Board does week in and week out, through the year, is the review of citizen requests for 
“Approval Not Required” or “ANR” decisions. ANR applies to situations where a property 
owner wants a lot line added or changed in location. This can either create one or more new lots, 
or increase or diminish the size of a lot. The Planning Board reviews the ANR plan and 
application to assure that the proposed change is consistent with the provisions of zoning for lot 
size, frontage, etc. If the resulting lots are in compliance with the zoning provisions, the Planning 
Board is required to sign off on the ANR plan within 21 days of the submission of the plan to the 
Planning Board. If the Planning Board does not act, the plan is constructively approved after the 
21 days have elapsed. The Zoning Board of Appeals hears appeals from the ANR process. 
 
We also conduct Site Plan Reviews and occasionally, Subdivision hearings. These primarily 
involve working with a developer to ensure that he or she complies with town zoning and 
environmental regulations. Regulating this type of development protects the town from some of 
the bad effects of development, including drainage which ends up in someone else’s yard or 
basement. 
 
We work closely with the Building Inspector and the Zoning Board of Appeals, and annually 
meet to draw up changes to the Zoning By-law.  We also suggest improvements to the Zoning 
map. At the 2010 Spring Town Meeting, we obtained approval for major improvements in the 
zoning map. 
 
3. Planning Consultant. Carolyn J. Britt, AICP, is the part-time, contracted consultant to the 
Planning Board. Her professional expertise guides the Board in navigating obscure parts of 
zoning and land-use law, and helps us to craft regulations and by-laws that protect Rockport. She 
has brought the Town many thousands of dollars in grants and in fees for work with developers 
that would earlier have been farmed out, or simply not done. 
 
4. Current Work: Target Date for completion of Downtown Master Plan. Our target date for 
completion of a Master Plan for Downtown is January 2011. A Workshop for the public was 
held May 20, 2010. Three or four focus groups will be held during the summer. Early October 
2010 is the target date for a second draft of the plan and the second public information meeting. 
Work then will continue on recommendations, with presentations to Boards and Committees.  
We intend to complete the final draft for presentation at a public meeting by the end of January 
2011. 
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Attachment (1) 
 
WHAT IS THE PLANNING BOARD’S RESPONSIBILITY WITH RESPECT TO TOWN 
PLANNING? 

The General Laws of Massachusetts 
 

PART I. ADMINISTRATION OF THE GOVERNMENT  
 

TITLE VII. CITIES, TOWNS AND DISTRICTS  
 
CHAPTER 41. OFFICERS AND EMPLOYEES OF CITIES, TOWNS AND DISTRICTS  
 

IMPROVED METHOD OF MUNICIPAL PLANNING  
 
Chapter 41: Section 81B. Planning board; powers and duties  
 
Chapter 41: Section 81C. Studies and reports of board…  
 
Section 81C. The planning board established under section eighty-one A shall from time to 
time make careful studies and when necessary prepare plans of the resources, possibilities 
and needs of the city or town, and, upon the completion of any such study, shall submit to 
the city council or selectmen a report thereon, with its recommendations.  
 
Chapter 41: Section 81D. Master plan; economic development supplement  
 
Section 81D. A planning board …shall make a master plan of such … town or such part or 
parts thereof as said board may deem advisable and from time to time may extend or 
perfect such plan.  

Such plan shall be a statement, through text, maps, illustrations or other forms of 
communication, which is designed to provide a basis for decision making regarding the 
long-term physical development of the municipality. The comprehensive plan shall be 
internally consistent in its policies, forecasts and standards, and shall include the following 
elements:  

(1) Goals and policies statement which identifies the goals and policies of the municipality 
for its future growth and development. Each community shall conduct an interactive public 
process, to determine community values, goals and to identify patterns of development that 
will be consistent with these goals.  

(2) Land use plan element which identifies present land use and designates the proposed 
distribution, location and inter-relationship of public and private land uses.  
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(3) Housing element which identifies and analyzes existing and forecasted housing needs 
and objectives including programs for the preservation, improvement and development of 
housing.  

(4) Economic development element which identifies policies and strategies for the 
expansion or stabilization of the local economic base and the promotion of employment 
opportunities.  

(5) Natural and cultural resources element which provides an inventory of the significant 
natural, cultural and historic resource areas of the municipality, and policies and strategies 
for the protection and management of such areas.  

(6) Open space and recreation element which provides an inventory of recreational and 
resources and open space areas of the municipality, and policies and strategies for the 
management and protection of such resources and areas.  

(7) Services and facilities element which identifies and analyzes existing and forecasted 
needs for facilities and services used by the public.  

(8) Circulation element which provides an inventory of existing and proposed circulation 
and transportation systems.  

(9) Implementation program element which defines and schedules the specific municipal 
actions necessary to achieve the objectives of each element of the master or study plan. 
Scheduled expansion or replacement of public facilities or circulation system components 
and the anticipated costs and revenues associated with accomplishment of such activities 
shall be detailed in this element. This element shall specify the process by which the 
municipality’s regulatory structures shall be amended so as to be consistent with the 
master plan.  
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