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11. Land use 
“Where should Providence grow?”  “How 

should Providence grow?”  These questions 

are at the heart of the Land Use plan for the 

city.  We know that growth and change is 

going to happen. The question is where 

should it happen and how?  This section addresses both of these questions, based on input from Providence’s 

citywide charrette, held in the fall of 2006.  During that week, residents created their own vision of where 

expected growth should occur by placing building blocks representing specific types and amounts of 

development on a citywide map.  While each group had a unique perspective, two key themes emerged; protect 

residential neighborhoods and direct expected development, residential, commercial, industrial, and 

institiutional, to the downtown, major commercial corridors, and industrial areas. With the adoption of a new 

zoning ordinance in 2014, growth has largely followed these broad policies. Residential development in 

particular has been strong, with thousands of new dwelling units created in downtown and along major 

corridors.  

 

This section has two important maps.  The first is the “Areas of Stability and Change” map, which reflects the 

themes that were developed at the charrette. This map is a snapshot of where we anticipate growth is likely to 

happen in the future, and where growth is most appropriate.  It also shows the areas of the city where we do 

not anticipate significant growth and change in the coming years.  A quick glance at the map shows that most of 

the city’s residential neighborhoods are considered ‘areas of stability’. The ‘areas of change’ identified on this 

map also indicate areas for further study through the neighborhood plans.  This section identifies objectives and 

strategies that focus on the preservation of the existing neighborhood character and protecting what is most 

special about our neighborhoods.  The blue and red areas on the map are those areas where we anticipate the 

most change.  This plan aims to direct growth in a controlled way that complements the asessts of our city and 

builds on them.  It sets the parameters for growth that will help expand the City’s tax base, while preserving and 

enhancing the livability of our city.   

 

The second map in this section is the “Future Land Use” map.  This map is the official Land Use Map of the city 

and provides the basis for the Zoning Ordinance.  The map reflects the existing land use patterns in the city, with 

a few amendments.  These maps are not fixed in time; it is expected that they will be refined and fine-tuned 

during the neighborhood planning process and periodically in the future. 

 
This section is organized in three parts. 

▪ ‘Where do we grow?’ - Identifies areas of stability and areas of change in the city on Map 11.1 ‘Areas of 
Stability and Change’, and lists the goals and objectives for both areas. 

▪ ‘How do we grow?’ - Identifies specific details on how the city should be developed using Map 11.2 
‘Future Land Use’ to establish the future amount and distribution of land uses and allocate scarce 
resources among competing activities. 

▪ ‘Achieving the vision’ - Links the Land Use Section to the other sections of the plan by identifying goals 
and strategies that are specific to land use for each of the other topics.  For example, for sustainability 
and the environment, the built environment and housing, specific ojbects are identified that relate to 
land use. 

GOAL 9:  Manage change and growth to sustain 
Providence’s high quality of life and preserve its 
unique attributes. 
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11.1 Where do we grow? 
Map 11.1 ‘Areas of Stability and Change’ is the 

graphic representation of the themes 

expressed during the charrette.  The map 

identifies four distinct areas which are 

described in detail below: Areas of Stability, 

Growth Districts, Growth Corridors, and Transitional Areas.  This map is illustrative only, describing a general 

policy approach that will behas been refined through neighborhood and specific area plans, and amendments to 

Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’ and the Zoning Map. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

GOAL 10:  Ensure the continued strength and 
stability of Providence’s neighborhoods by 
directing growth to appropriate areas. 
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Map 11.1 Areas of Stability and Change 
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OBJECTIVE LU1: PROTECT AND ENHANCE STABLE NEIGHBORHOODS 
Reinforce the stability, character and diversity of the City’s neighborhoods by 
respecting valued development patterns and attributes. 

 

 

 

Areas of Stability 

Areas of Stability include the vast majority of the city, primarily the residential neighborhoods and their 

associated commercial areas, where limited change is expected over the coming years.  There are 25 ethnically 

and culturally diverse neighborhoods that are known for their quality of life, including their rich architecture.  

Each neighborhood has its own identity and character.  The goal for these areas is to identify and maintain the 

existing character of the area while accommodating limited new development and redevelopment.  Of the city’s 

25 neighborhoods, all but Downtown are designated as areas of stability in whole or part.   

 

Regarding the existing character of the Areas of Stability, all of these areas contain some development that is 

nonconforming in that the residential density of the development is higher than what is allowed by the Zoning 

Ordinance. There are also existing large buildings in some Areas of Stability that may be appropriate for adaptive 

reuse for housing.  Many of these buildings are sturdy historic structures, such as churches and school buildings 

that are often ideal candidates for conversion to residential uses. In some cases, these types of development 

may be desirable in the Areas of Stability, such as when the development provides or preserves much-needed 

housing, both market-rate and affordable, or preserves a historic structure. There are also many legacy uses and 

buildings allowed by use variances, where the use is restricted to what was granted by the Zoning Board of 

Review. There should be means to convert those uses to more modern, productive uses without having to meet 

the onerous standards for a use variance. In addition, there may be select lots or small areas that would be 

conducive to higher residential density due to their locations near to transit. Therefore, there should be 

instances where zoning tools can allow for higher residential density, to legalize nonconformities, eliminate use 

variances, and to allow new development at higher density. These tools should be used very carefully to 

minimize disruption of stable neighborhoods and preserve their quality of life. Certain high-density uses, such as 

student housing, should be regulated to prevent negative impacts. 

 

Areas of Stability also contain nonconforming commercial uses. The 2014 Zoning Ordinance recognizes that 

some of thses uses are desirable and created mechanisms to legalize certain types of “neighborhood 

commercial establishments” while still discouraging the continuance of uses less compatible with residential life 

such as auto shops. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategies:  
A. Continue to Uuse the neighborhood and specific area plannings processes to review the following:  

1. Development patterns and attributes that contribute to the character of Providence’s stable 
neighborhoods. 

2. Significant buildings and view corridors to be preserved. 
3. Environmentally important features to be preserved or enhanced such as views, river and 
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harbor-front areas and potential pedestrian access points.1 
4. Needed services and facilities such as schools, parks, recreation, public safety and shopping 

areas 
5. Potential redevelopment opportunities such as vacant or blighted properties. 

 
B. Update regulations to: 

1. Ensure that new development maintains existing density levels.2 
2. Ensure that new development complements existing neighborhood character in scale, massing 

and design.3 

3. Encourage the preservation of the existing building stock.4 
4. Mitigate impacts of non-residential uses on neighboring residential uses. 
5. Limit the locations of inappropriate uses such as adult entertainment. 
6. Use zoning to strategically allow for limited higher residential density on residential lots and in 

residential neighborhoods that exhibit a pattern of nonconforming development, or where it 
can be demonstrated that this density is desirable.  

5.7. Expand regulation of uses incompatible with stable neighborhoods, including undesirable 
commercial uses and high-density student housing.  

 
Areas of Change 
This section is intended to direct growth to areas where most people agree that development or redevelopment 

would be beneficial and is most likely to occur in the coming years.  Carefully directing and planning for growth 

will benefit the city as a whole.  Future residents and workers will have access to efficient forms of 

transportation that will include biking, buses, and, in the future, other forms of public transit.  New 

developments in these areas can improve the economic base, provide jobs, and enhance the visual quality of 

buildings, streets and neighborhoods. 

 
There are three distinct areas designated on Map 11.1 ‘Areas of Stability and Change’: 
 

▪ Growth Districts- These areas are centered around the downtown core, and along the waterfront and in 
manufacturing areas in the city. They have many different characteristics, but common traits include: 
close proximity to a commercial arterial street, locations in older industrial areas or large vacant areas.  
Opportunities for pedestrian-oriented, mixed-use development and transit hubs can be found in most of 
these areas. Successfully developing these areas should not come at the expense of displacing existing 
residents.  Instead, these areas are intended to become diverse mixed-use areas, with the addition of 
new residents to the areas, rather than displacement. 

▪ Growth Corridors- These areas are located along key commercial and transit corridors in the city. These 
corridors present an excellent opportunity for pedestrian-oriented, mixed-use development at higher 
densities than the surrounding neighborhoods to support an improved transit system.  Development on 
these corridors would likely have nodes of higher intensity and activity at key intersections.  The areas 
considered growth corridors will also address the transition from the commercial uses to the adjacent 
residential uses. 

 
 
1 See Strategy BE1(B)3 
2 See Strategy BE7(B) 
3 See Strategy BE3(A) 
4 See Strategy BE6(B) 
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OBJECTIVE LU2: DIRECT GROWTH 
Encourage growth in areas best suited to provide access to 
jobs, housing and transit. 

▪ Transitional Areas- These areas are located on the fringes of growth districts and abut residential 
neighborhoods.  These areas are intended to provide a transition in height, density and scale between 
the larger scale development anticipated in the growth districts and the lower scale and density of 
surrounding neighborhoods. 
 

The primary role of land use regulation in these areas is to encourage the redevelopment of these areas 

with economically beneficial development that enhances the city’s character and livability.  Although 

regulations cannot dictate the market demand for an area or a specific type of building or industry, they can 

impose conditions that make redevelopment infeasible without subsidy.  Therefore, the strategy for 

encouraging development is to allow sufficient development intensity and appropriate mixes of uses so that 

planned land uses will be economically feasible.  Design standards will ensure that quality of design is an 

asset to the surrounding neighborhood and contributes to the city’s character.  New development must take 

into consideration natural and man-made environmental constraints and focus on preserving those aspects 

of our environment that we hold dear, including views, vistas and corridors, and Providence’s historic 

character. 

 

 

 

 
Strategies:  
A. Use the neighborhood and specific area plans to review the following: 

1. Design vision  for Growth Districts, Growth Corridors and Transitional Areas identified on Map 
11.1 ‘Areas of Stability and Change’ that identifies the preferred pattern and character of 
development including mass, scale, building height, design, use, and density, and considers 
topography, streets, sidewalks and open spaces.5 

2. Nodes of increased density to support transit options.6 
3. Significant buildings and view corridors to be protected. 
4. Environmentally important features to be persevered or enhanced such a views, river and 

harborfront areas and potential pedestrian access points. 
5. Locations and boundaries for Jobs Districts, land use designations, proposed greenways and 

proposed open space/public space. 
B.  Update regulations to implement the points above and: 

1. Maintain and enhance waterfront views to and from the city. 
2. Reflect design vision adopted as part of the neighborhood plans. 
3. Encourage adaptive reuse of historic structures where economically feasible. 
4. Create incentives for development. 

 

 
 
5 See Strategy BE3(A) 
6 See Strategy BE3(C) 
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11.2 How do we grow? 
 The previous section, addressed where 

future growth should be directed,; this 

section focuses on more specific details as 

to how the city should be developed.  Map 

11.2 ‘Future Land Use’ depicts specific land 

use designations for each area of the city and is the Official Land Use Map. The purpose of the land use plan is to 

establish the amount and distribution of land uses and allocate scare resources among competing activities.  The 

historic mixed-use character of the city poseds a challenge with for conventional land use designations and 

regulations.  Unlike many newer cities and towns that have uses separated from each other, Tthe mixed-use 

character of the cityProvidence is one of its most prized assets.  Providence is a living testament to the fact that, 

with good design, diverse uses can coexist to create special places that are universally valued.  The city’s mixed-

use pattern encourages walking, a goal that this Plan also promotes.  Though most land use areas contain 

multiple uses, the descriptions of each designation depicted on the map refer to the dominant use.   The 

objectives and strategies for the city’s waterfront are identified in Chapter 12. 

 
Future Land Use and Existing Zoning Discrepancies 

Currently, there are inconsistencies between the City’s existing zoning ordinance and the proposed future land 

use. These inconsistencies, identified in the lists below and on Map 11.3 Future Zoning Change Areas, are due to 

the consolidation of various categories, the addition of “Greenways,” and various changes in use. 

 
Residential Changes 

The future land use plan consolidates zoning categories R1A and R1 into “Single Family Residential.”  

 

Commercial Changes 

Commercial changes include the consolidation of C1, C2 and RP into “Neighborhood Commercial/Mixed Use” 

and the renaming of C3 to “General Commercial/Mixed Use.” Additionally, two parcels, located between 

Traverse Street and I-195, have been converted from C2 to “Public Space/Open Space,” and “Medium 

Residential Density.” 

 

Mixed Use Changes 

The future land use plan creates various new mixed use categories. D1 from the existing zoning code is renamed 

to “Downtown/Mixed Use” and M1, M2 and MMU are combined to form “Business/Mixed Use.” 

 

Waterfront Changes 

The two waterfront categories, W2 and W3, are also renamed in the future land use plan. W2 is renamed 

“Waterfront/Mixed Use Neighborhood” and W3 is renamed “Waterfront/Port.”  

 

Open Space Changes 

In the future land use plan, O.S. and P.S. are combined to form “Open Space/Public Space,” and “Greenways” 

have been identified.  It should also be noted that Burnside Park and Roger Williams National Memorial, 

originally categorized as “Open Space,” are now designated as “Downtown/Mixed Use” on the future land use 

GOAL 11:  Promote a balance of uses to support sustainable 
patterns of development providing healthy, walkable 
neighborhoods, thriving business districts, and a high quality of 
life. 
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plan because “Downtown/Mixed Use” is the dominant use in the area. “Open Space/Public Space” will remain a 

permissible use within the “Downtown/Mixed Use” area. 

 

Industrial Changes 

While relatively little change is made to industrial areas in the future land use plan, M1, M2, and MMU have 

been consolidated into “Business/Mixed Use.” 

 
 
 
 
  
 
When this plan was adopted in 2014, it called for dozens of zoning map changes that were later incorporated 
into a new zoning ordinance. Going forward, the intent of this plan is that all new zoning changes are to be 
consistent with the Future Land Use Map. The map is intended to be general enough to support a wide range of 
zoning changes, including when a land use designation allows for more than one zoning district, or when a 
property is in the vicinity of a the border of more than one land use designation. There are currently no zoning 
changes required to resolve inconsistencies between the Future Land Use Map and the zoning map. 
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Map 11.2 Future Land Use
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Map 11.3 Future Zoning Change Areas Map (Reserved) 
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Table 11.1 Future Zoning Change Areas (Reserved) 
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The following table contains descriptions of each land use designation as well as a photograph of a typical area. 

(Table 11.2 Land Use Designations) 

 
Table 11.2 Land Use Designations 
 

Use Designation Description Photo 

Single Family 

Residential 

These areas are characterized primarily by one-

family dwellings in detached structures on 

separate lots.  Lot sizes vary by neighborhood 

with most ranging from 3,200 to 6,000 square 

feet. Some areas have lot sizes upwards of 7,500 

square feet. These areas may contain other 

compatible uses and some residential 

development at higher, but appropriate 

densities. 

 

 

Low Density 

Residential 

These areas are characterized primarily by one-

family and two-family dwellings in detached 

structures on separate lots.  Buildings typically 

range in height from one to three stories.  Lot 

sizes vary by neighborhood, with most ranging 

from 3,200 to 5,000 square feet. In some areas, 

small-scale commercial uses, such as 

neighborhood corner stores, may be 

appropriate. These areas may contain other 

compatible uses and some residential 

development at higher, but appropriate 

densities. 
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Use Designation Description Photo 

Medium Density 

Residential 

These areas are characterized by one- to three-

family dwellings and multi-family dwellings on 

separate lots.  Buildings typically range in height 

from one to three stories.  Lot sizes vary by 

neighborhood, with most ranging from 3,200 to 

5,000 square feet.  In some areas, small-scale 

commercial uses, such as neighborhood corner 

stores, may be appropriate. These areas may 

contain other compatible uses and some 

residential development at higher, but 

appropriate densities. 

 

 

High Density 

Residential 

These areas are characterized by multi-family 

dwellings, with some one-, two- and three-

family dwellings interspersed.  Multi-family 

buildings typically range from three to four 

stories in height. In some areas, small scale 

commercial uses, such as neighborhood corner 

stores, may be appropriate. These areas may 

contain other compatible uses. 

 

 

Neighborhood 

Commercial/Mixed-

Use 

These areas are characterized by traditional, 

pedestrian and transit-oriented uses that serve 

local neighborhood needs for convenience 

retail, services, professional offices, and 

housing.  Buildings are set close to the street, 

with entrances and facades oriented toward the 

street.  Residential uses are encouraged. 

 

General 

Commercial/Mixed-

Use 

These areas are characterized by commercial 

uses such as large shopping complexes and 

plazas that serve citywide needs for retail, 

services and office establishments. Residential 

uses area encouraged in these areas.  These 

areas may be located along commercial 

corridors that that accommodate large 

commercial uses or are clustered uses at a 

higher density to support transit.  
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Use Designation Description Photo 

Downtown/Mixed-

Use 

Designation of Tthis area is intended to 

revitalize and restore the historic core business 

area and to accommodate appropriate 

expansion of the downtown area.  It is 

characterized by a variety of business, financial, 

institutional, public, quasi-public, cultural, 

residential, appropriate light manufacturing, 

and other related uses.   To preserve and foster 

the economic vitality of downtown, a mix of 

compatible uses is encouraged to promote 

commercial and other business activity at the 

street level and residential, office, and 

commercial uses on the upper floors.  In order 

to promote economic development while 

maintaining compatibility between uses, sub-

districts may be established to address building 

height, entertainment and light industrial uses. 

It should be noted that in addition to the 

contiguous parcels in the historic core business 

area, there are several Downtown/Mixed-Use 

parcels located between Westminster, Grant, 

and Bridgham Streets. These parcels have been 

designated as Downtown/Mixed-Use in the past 

and no change will be made. 
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Use Designation Description Photo 

Business/Mixed-

Use 

 

 

 

 

These areas are intended to foster the 

expansion of business, industrial, commercial, 

office, and medium-to-high density residential 

uses into former manufacturing areas and 

historic mill buildings.  A variety of business, 

financial, institutional, public, quasi-public, 

cultural, light industrial, manufacturing and 

other related uses are encouraged to provide a 

mix of activities in these areas. Certain areas of 

this land use designation allow for residential 

uses, however,and certain areas do not, as 

indicated by the presence of the Jobs District 

designation. 

 

 

Waterfront Mixed-

Use/Neighborhood 

These areas are intended for a mixture of 

residential and neighborhood serving 

commercial, recreational and open space/public 

space uses. 
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Use Designation Description  Photo 

Waterfront/Port These areas are 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. 

 

 

Public/Open Space These areas are intended to ensure that open 

space and areas for public buildings and facilities 

are preserved in the city.  These areas are 

characterized by parks, baseball fields, soccer 

fields, and supporting uses, as well as areas for 

passive recreation.  Other typical uses include 

government-owned park and recreation areas 

and public buildings such as fire stations and 

schools.  These areas are typically publicly 

owned, but may include privately owned land. 

 

 

Conservation These areas are intended to ensure woodlands, 

rivers, streams, ponds, wetlands, floodplains, 

and other sensitive natural areas are preserved 

in their natural scenic and ecological condition.  

These areas may be publicly or privately owned. 
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Use Designation Description Photo 

Greenway These areas are intended to provide active and 

passive recreation and open space along the 

waterfront, and to provide continuous 

connections between open spaces.  They may 

vary in width depending on the potential for 

adjacent public/open space or other amenities.  

They may be publicly or privately owned. 

 

 

Institutional These areas , which include both zones and 

overlays, are institutional campuses, designed to 

permit institutional growth and development 

while controlling and limiting negative impacts 

on neighborhoods. 

 

  

Jobs District These areas are intended to promote business 

and job growth and are intended to exclude 

housing, which may interfere with such growth. 
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OBJECTIVE LU3: MAINTAIN AND ENHANCE RESIDENTIAL AREAS 
Promote the development of a wide range of residential land uses to 
ensure a diversity of housing choices (type and density) for City 
residents, while limiting the amount and type of other land uses within 
residential areas designated on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’. 

11.2.1 Residential Areas 
The majority of land in the city is developed as residential neighborhoods.  These areas contribute significantly 

to the livability of the city; their special character is what attracts many people to Providence.  Residents have 

voiced strong support for protecting residential neighborhoods from intrusions that negatively impact quality of 

life, such as the expansion of commercial and institutional uses.   Since 2000, there has been an increase in 

residential infill projects in virtually every neighborhood in the city. While some projects fit seamlessly into the 

surrounding neighborhood, designs of many of the new homes do not respect the character of the surrounding 

area. While the City supports the expansion of housing opportunities, it is essential that new construction 

respects the valued attributes and character of the surrounding neighborhood.  

 

While residential dwellings are the predominant use in these areas, one of the things that makes Providence 

special is the variety of neighborhood stores and service establishments that are scattered throughout 

residential areas, within walking distance of residents. These types of uses are appropriate in certain locations, 

with limits on size and design to ensure compatibility with adjacent residential properties. In many 

neighborhoods there are also historic buildings, such as former mills, churches and schools that are part of the 

urban fabric but are no longer suitable for their original uses. To promote the preservation of these buildings, 

land use regulations must be flexible in terms of their use and density.  In addition, housing types aren’t uniform 

within neighborhoods. For example, it is quite common to see two-, three-, and even multi-family buildings in 

single-family zones.  This is not always a negative, especially since it allows for a range of affordability.  As 

affordability becomes an increasing concern, the zoning ordinance should include mechanisms to recognize 

nonconformities, and in some cases allow for increases in housing stock in residential areas while maintaining 

neighborhood character. Some tools to achieve this goal include allowing rowhouses, cluster development, and 

accessory dwelling units, and removing the provision in the ordinance that calls for merging small lots. 

 

The City recognizes the importance of providing a variety of residential types and densities to ensure balanced 

housing choices for City residents. At the same time, the City aims to ensure that the residential integrity of the 

neighborhoods are is preserved and protected from the encroachment of commercial, industrial and other uses.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Strategies:  
A. Encourage development that is consistent with residential character by updating regulations to: 

1. Allow for residential development at the same density levels as currently exist.  
2. Allow for a range of housing types to accommodate increased population that is consistent 

with the character of the neighborhood in scale, density and overall design.7 

 
 
7 See Strategy H5(E) 
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3. Allow for limited non-residential uses such as neighborhood corner stores, offices and home-
based businesses while maintaining the residential character of the area. 

B. Encourage adaptive reuse of historic non-residential buildings in residential areas by allowing for 
increased residential density or limited non-residential uses to make reuse economically feasible.8 

C. Encourage neighborhood revitalization by targeting vacant lots for housing, green space, 
playgrounds, or community gardens, based on the needs and density of the neighborhood. 

D. Use zoning to strategically allow for limited higher residential density on residential lots and in 
residential neighborhoods that exhibit a pattern of nonconforming development, or where it can be 
demonstrated that this density is desirable.  

E. To increase housing stock while maintaining neighborhood character, adopt regulations to allow for 
rowhouses, cluster development, and accessory dwelling units; and revise the zoning provision 
regarding merger of small lots.  

F. Expand regulation of uses incompatible with stable neighborhoods, including high-density student 
housing. 

D.  
 

11.2.2 Mixed-Use Areas 
While most areas in the city have more than one single use, the truly mixed-use areas are the city's downtown, 

commercial corridors, former manufacturing areas and parts of the City’s waterfront. Urban life and vitality are 

the heart of these areas, with residential, retail, office, industrial, civic, institutional, and entertainment uses 

jumbled together. Mixed-use takes many forms, such as small commercial blocks, commercial areas along main 

corridors, shopping areas and plazas, office buildings with retail uses on the ground floor, stores with 

apartments on upper floors, or former mill buildings with a mix of industrial, office and residential uses.  

 

Mixing uses creates desirable places to live by improving the balance of jobs to housing and creating healthy 

neighborhoods where residents can walk to shops and services. It is in these mixed-use areas that nodes of 

concentrated development could be established to link future development to transit hubs. In these nodes, 

greater residential density and buildings heights could be accommodated to create a more efficient pattern of 

development and protect the character of the residential neighborhoods.  

 

Building form is important in mixed-use areas. The urban fabric of our city, with buildings set to the street edge, 

pedestrian amenities and human-scaled building massing and design must be preserved and must guide the 

character of future developments. When many uses co-exist, it is the built environment of those areas that 

establish the character. Establishing a cohesive form allows for uses to change over time without significantly 

changing the character of the area.  

 

While a variety of uses is encouraged in these areas, it is important that no one use dominates. For example, in 

some of the city's former manufacturing areas, residential uses are permitted; however it is not intended that 

those areas should become primarily residential. A healthy mix of uses is essential to the future vitality of 

downtown, the commercial areas, the former manufacturing areas, and parts of the City’s waterfront.  

 

  

 
 
8 See Strategy H2(D) 
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OBJECTIVE LU4: PROMOTE VIBRANT MIXED-USE AREAS 

Promote the development of mixed-use areas with different levels 
of intensity and use to improve the jobs/housing balance and 
encourage alternative modes of transportation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Strategies:  
 
A. Promote the development of a mixture of residential and neighborhood-serving commercial uses in 

areas designated as Neighborhood Commercial/Mixed-Use on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’ as a 
transition to adjacent residential neighborhoods by: 

1. Encouraging the development of retail, office and service uses that are compatible with 
surrounding areas. 

2. Encouraging and, in areas where appropriate, requiring buildings to be a minimum of two 
stories to support potential residential development on upper floors. 

3. Updating regulations to include design criteria focused on pedestrian orientation and 
maintaining neighborhood character. 

B. Promote the development of a mixture of commercial uses that serve citywide needs and higher 
density residential uses in areas designated as General Commercial/Mixed-Use on Map 11.2 ‘Future 
Land Use’ along major arterials and select areas to create nodes of activity by: 

1. Identifying areas that should be developed with a concentration of commercial and higher 
density uses to support transit.9 

2. Identifying areas where residential uses are not appropriate. 
3. Updating regulations to include design criteria focused on maintaining and improving 

neighborhood character, pedestrian orientation and accessibility to transit. 
C. Encourage continued investment in the area designated as Downtown/Mixed-Use on Map 11.2 

‘Future Land Use’ with a high concentration of business, commercial, institutional, cultural, and 
residential uses by: 

1. Identifying changes to regulations and other strategies to minimize the conflict between 
residential, business and entertainment uses, such as development a measurement process 
for nightlife’s impact and creating a strategy for its use by the Board of Licenses in managing 
the renewal of licenses and projecting the effect of a new license issue. 

2. Refining the unified design vision for the area through the neighborhood planning process, 
using previous plans such as the Downcity Plan, the Jewelry District Plan and Providence 2020 
as a starting point. 

3. Refining existing regulations to better implement the goals of protecting the historic character 
and environmental assets of the area while promoting new investment. 

4. Identifying strategies to increase parking downtown without negatively impacting the 
character of the built environment.10 

5. Developing zoning regulations for the Jewelry District and the surplus I-195 land that 
encourage a mix of uses, and promote urban design excellence. 

6. Promote development of the knowledge economy in Downtown. 
 

 

 
 
9 See Strategies BE3(B) and M7(B) 
10 See Strategy M6(G) 
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OBJECTIVE LU5: PROTECT AREAS FOR JOBS 

Promote business retention and expansion in areas best suited for 
industrial and commercial development. 

D. Encourage the development of former manufacturing areas designated as Business/Mixed-Use on 
Map  11.2 ‘Future Land Use’ with a balanced mixture of commercial, light industrial, office and 
residential uses by: 

1. Promoting these areas for business retention and expansion for a variety of businesses. 
2. Encouraging the adaptive reuse of former manufacturing buildings with a mixture of uses that 

contributes to the character of the area if economically feasible. 
3. Updating regulations to limit residential uses to upper floors and ensure that residential uses 

do not impede business development efforts. 
 

11.2.3 Business Areas 
It is vital for Providence to provide opportunities for industries and industrial expansion which will employ 

residents of Providence, while ensuring minimal impact on adjacent residential areas. These areas are 

designated as Jobs Districts on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’. Manufacturing land uses consists of land that is 

occupied by industries such as jewelry and assembly companies. Manufacturing uses are located throughout the 

City, with a number of industrial parks such as Huntington Industrial Park, Silver Spring Industrial Park, West 

River Industrial Park, and the industrial area of Washington Park. There has been a significant reduction in the 

amount of land occupied by industries in the last few decades. As manufacturing companies of all kinds 

generally employ large numbers of people and contribute to a diverse economic base, efforts will be made 

through this plan to encourage manufacturing firms to grow and expand in these areas. Businesses need areas 

where they can predictably grow and expand in the future without the concern of conflicts that often arise 

between manufacturing/industrial uses and residential uses. Therefore, no residential uses of any kind are 

permitted in the Jobs Districts. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Strategies:  
A. Encourage the growth of industrial activities by preserving industrial land primarily for manufacturing 

purposes in areas designated as Jobs Districts on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’. 
B. Promote the preservation of industrial parks to encourage the expansion and, if possible, the return 

of manufacturing companies to the city to expand the economic base. 
C. Prohibit all residential uses in the Jobs District, including artist live-work space. 

 
11.2.4 Natural and Civic Areas 
Natural and civic spaces are an extension of the community. When these spaces work well, they serve as a stage 

for the public lives of city residents. If they function in their true civic role, they can be the settings where 

celebrations are held, where friends run into each other, and where cultures mix. When cities and 

neighborhoods have thriving open and civic spaces, residents have a strong sense of community; conversely, 

when such spaces are lacking, people may feel less connected to each other.  

Natural and open spaces contribute to community health – socially, economically, culturally and 

environmentally. They enhance the civic realm – not only visually, but also in providing a sense of character and 
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OBJECTIVE LU6: MAINTAIN AND ENHANCE OPEN SPACES AND CIVIC AREAS 
Preserve and protect Providence’s open and public spaces to enhance the 
overall quality of life for city residents. 

a forum for public activities. All of these assets, as well as the opportunities these places offer residents to relax 

and enjoy themselves, and to exercise and recreate add up to greater city livability.  

Public places offer free, open forums for people to encounter art, to enjoy performances, and to participate in 

other cultural activities. From concerts at the Temple to Music in Roger Williams Park to outdoor art displays 

downtown, open spaces foster and enhance a city’s cultural life. WaterFire, the award -winning fire and music 

installation, has had an impressive cultural and economic impact, attracting hundreds of thousands of visitors 

downtown on summer and fall evenings. These events bring a great variety of people together and set the stage 

for positive social interaction.  

Open space and public buildings land uses consist of areas committed to planned open space such as parks, 

playgrounds and cemeteries; and public buildings such as City Hall, public schools, and police and fire stations. 

Open space areas have been designated to allow for the active and recreational needs of city residents. As the 

population of the city continues to change, the recreational needs of city residents are also changing. Through 

the open space objectives and strategies presented in this plan the city will meet these changing needs and 

efforts will be made to ensure that these needs are addressed on an ongoing basis.  

 

 
 
 

 
Strategies:  
A. Provide opportunities for recreation and visual relief by preserving Providence’s parks, playgrounds, 

golf courses, cemeteries and undeveloped city-owned open space. 
B. Preserve open space along the city’s waterbodies by creating open space corridors along rivers and 

ponds.11 
C. Promote a diversity of recreational activities through the use of active open space in the City’s parks, 

playgrounds and other recreational areas. 
D. Protect and preserve environmentally sensitive and significant areas.12 
E. Provide and encourage the provision of a variety of active and passive recreation facilities 

geographically distributed to serve the present and future needs of city residents. 
F. Expand the amount of public open space in Providence. 
G. Identify city and/or state-owned open spaces best suited for urban agriculture.13 
H. Develop a plan for the reuse of public buildings that are no longer being used for public purposes. 
I. Develop a system of greenways, as identified on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’.14 

 

11.2.5 Institutional Areas 
The city's seven universities and seven hospitals are important centers of employment, education and culture 

for Providence and the region. The health care facilities provide vital services to residents. Both hospitals and 

colleges also have unique characteristics that add value above and beyond creating jobs. These institutions 

conduct research and impart technical expertise to their students and workers. In the increasingly knowledge-

 
 
11 See Strategy SE2(C)2 
12 See Strategy SE2(A) 
13 See Strategies BJ5(B)3, SE2(E) and SE2(F) 
14 See Strategy SE2(C)2 
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based economy, these institutions contribute to a more experienced and educated workforce, a highly desirable 

resource in all cities. Furthermore, their economic activities foster an entrepreneurial spirit and attract 

additional economic growth through small spin-off businesses and supporting uses. Institutions contribute to 

the city in other ways as well, such as through education partnerships, mentoring teachers and students and 

"adopting" schools, and through payments in lieu of taxes, which helps to offset the loss of taxes due to the 

institutions' tax-exempt status.  

 

Balanced with all of the benefits that institutions bring to our city are the impacts of institutions: traffic, noise, 

pollution, housing shortages, congestion, and a loss of tax revenue. As many of the hospitals and colleges are 

located in residential areas, these impacts are not insignificant. Institutional buildings are often of a height; scale 

and massing that do not blend well with the character of residential neighborhoods. The city recognizes the 

importance of mitigating conflicts with residential areas, identifying the best locations for institutional growth 

and expansion in the future, and encouraging growth in those areas.  

 

Providence is a compact city with limited land area available for new development. Unlike many U.S. cities that 

are able to annex land to increase their area, Providence has a fixed land area of 18 square miles. Approximately 

a third of the land area is stable residential neighborhoods where significant change and growth is unlikely and 

unwanted. In addition, a large percentage of the city’s land area (over 46%) is taken up with land uses that do 

not generate property taxes, such as schools, churches, hospitals, state offices and public rights of way. What 

remains is a small area of available land for new growth and development, generating new revenue for the city. 

It is imperative that this resource be utilized efficiently and effectively. Growth is essential to the city’s economic 

health and sustainability, as the city is dependent on property taxes for income. As land use policy and tax policy 

are intricately linked, both must be considered in this plan.  

 

The objectives and strategies in this section aim to strike a balance between institutional growth, taxpayer 

affordability and neighborhood preservation.  

 
  



Providence Tomorrow: The Comprehensive Plan 
 

26 
 

OBJECTIVE LU7: ALLOW FOR INSTITUTIONAL GROWTH WHILE PRESERVING 
NEIGHBORHOODS 
Permit institutional growth and expansion in Institutional areas designated 
on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’ while limiting their encroachment and 
negative impacts on the neighborhoods in which they are located. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Strategies:  
A. Ensure that institutional development is consistent with neighborhood character by updating 

institutional regulations to: 
1. Address setbacks and buffering from adjacent residential uses. 
2. Encourage the development of parking garages to minimize surface parking lots, where 

appropriate, or off-site parking facilities. 
3. Address the design of buildings, through height, scale and massing regulations. 
4. Require institutions to use their land more efficiently and expand on their existing campus 

footprint, while ensuring compatibility with the surrounding neighborhood. 
B. Encourage institutions, where possible, to collaborate by co-locating uses and services to maximize 

the use of available land within their current land holdings. 
C. Identify and evaluate the best areas in the city for institutional expansion in commercial areas, mixed 

use areas and downtown, with consideration for the impact of institutional uses on the city’s tax 
base. 

D. Consider the individual settings of institutions in crafting regulations. Use the neighborhood planning 
process to identify unique neighborhood conditions and potential regulations to address them. 

E. Collaborate with institutions to address city needs such as development of housing, jobs, the 
redevelopment of underused land, and development of venture capital relationships with the 
business community.   

F. Continue to require health care and educational institutions to prepare long-range master plans that 
will allow the city to evaluate and mitigate impacts of proposed expansions on City neighborhoods.  
Such Master Plans shall:  

1. Address short (1-2 years), mid (5 years) and long-range (10 years) growth and expansion 
plans, including current property holdings. 

2.  Be updated a minimum of every five years in accordance with the schedule adopted by the 
City Plan Commission. 

3. Identify the process through which the institution coordinated with the surrounding 
neighborhoods. 

4.  Identify specific measures to mitigate impacts of expansion on surrounding neighborhoods. 
5. Identify specific measures to encourage and offer incentives for students and employees to 

use public transportation. 
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OBJECTIVE LU8: SUSTAINABILITY AND THE ENVIRONMENT 
Promote sustainability and environmental quality through appropriate land 
use controls. 

11.3 Achieving the Vision 
This section links the other chapters of Providence Tomorrow to Land Use by addressing how each element of 

the plan (Housing, Sustainability and the Environment, for example) impacts land use. In each section, specific 

land use strategies are identified to implement the goals of the other chapters of this plan. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
Strategies:  
A. Amend land use controls to: 

1. Protect solar access. 
2. Allow for greenways citywide. 
3. Promote home-based businesses and telecommuting. 

B.  Identify land areas that are best suited to wind power generation. 
C. Evaluate existing set back requirements from waterbodies to ensure water quality protection. 
D. Identify construction techniques to minimize flood damage to buildings in the flood zone. 
E. Identify appropriate land areas for transfer stations.  Identify other amendments that need to be 

made to facilitate trash to energy conversion. 
F. Identify environmentally sensitive land areas, and amend regulations as necessary to ensure their 

protection.15 
G. Develop incentives for the development of solar and wind energy, and green buildings and other 

developments with low environmental impacts. 
H. Support urban agriculture by:16 

1. Identifying the best land areas for urban agriculture.  Land best suited for development 
should not be considered for agriculture. 

2. Amending regulations as necessary to facilitate urban agriculture. 
3. Amending regulations as necessary to promote a system of farmers’ markets throughout the 

city. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
15 See Strategy SE2(A) 
16 See Strategies BJ5(B)4, SE2(E), SE2(F), and LU6(G) 
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OBJECTIVE LU10: BUSINESS AND JOBS 
Promote job growth and retention through appropriate land use controls. 

OBJECTIVE LU9: BUILT ENVIRONMENT 
Promote design excellence and historic preservation through appropriate 
land controls. 

 

 

 

 
 
Strategies:  
A. Identify possible “character” districts that could be used in the future as categories for land use 

regulations that are based more on building form than use. 
B. Identify the best locations for nodes of concentrated development and increased density.  Link nodes 

to existing and future transit stops. 
C. Identify areas that could support taller buildings and amend land use regulations to allow for greater 

height in those areas. 
D. Amend regulations as needed to establish incentives for greater height and density in exchange for 

affordable units, public space investment, support for neighborhood amenities, sustainable design, 
etc. 

E. Amend regulations to permit small-scale businesses in residential neighborhoods, with the 
appropriate controls to mitigate the impact of these establishments. 

 

 

 
Strategies:  
A. Regulate land use downtown to ensure its future as Rhode Island’s preeminent center for business, 

tourism and entertainment. 
B. Ensure that land available after the I-195 relocation will support a significant number of jobs and 

generate taxes. 
C. Revise regulations to reinforce existing jobs districts and establish new districts that allow for 

business growth and the development of the city’s tax base without conflicts with residential uses.  
Key jobs districts are designated on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’ and include: 

1. Promenade 
2. Industrial Parks: Huntington, West River, Silver Spring, Washington Park 

D. Identify land areas for the continued growth of existing industries and businesses and evaluate the 
land use needs for future business uses. 

E. Amend regulations as necessary to encourage mixed-use buildings in neighborhood commercial 
areas. 

F. Reduce regulatory barriers for some home occupations and telecommuting. 
G. Identify the best locations for small professional office uses in residential areas. 
H. Ensure residential uses do not discourage business growth and expansion in the business/mixed-use 

areas designated on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’. 
I. Consider incentives to promote small business incubator space in industrial and commercial 

buildings. 
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OBJECTIVE LU11: HOUSING 
Promote varying levels of housing density through appropriate land use 
controls. 

 

OBJECTIVE LU12: MOBILITY 
Promote the efficient use of land to promote transit, walking and biking 
through appropriate land use controls. 

 

OBJECTIVE LU13: ARTS AND CULTURE 
Promote the development of arts, cultural and entertainment facilities 
through appropriate land use controls. 

 

 

 

 
 

Strategies:  
A. Amend regulations for the areas identified as Areas of Stability on Map 11.1 ‘Areas of Stability and 

Change’ to permit existing levels of density. 
B. Amend regulations for the areas identified as Areas of Change on Map 11.1 ‘Areas of Stability and 

Change’ to establish nodes of concentrations of density. 

 

 

 
 

 
Strategies:  
A. Identify the best land use areas for: 

1. Nodes of development to support existing and future public transit.17 
2. Commercial corridors best suited for transit. 
3. Possible bike connections and corridors along greenways. 
4. Ferry ports and cruise ships. 
5. Marinas and moorings, through a Harbor Management Plan and, if necessary, amend land 

use regulations to support these uses. 
B. Amend land use regulations to : 

1. Allow for greater density and higher concentrations of development in those areas identified 
as nodes. 

2. Permit on-street parking. 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Strategies:  
A. Reduce regulatory barriers for artist work space. 
B. Identify appropriate land areas for large outdoor venues for events and festivals.18 
C. Evaluate entertainment citywide to identify the best locations for different sized venues for 

entertainment, and mitigate the impacts of these uses in residential areas. 
D. Update the Adult Entertainment Plan. 
E. Promote and enforce the policies of the Responsible Hospitality Partnership Initiative. 

 

 
 
17 See Strategy M2(B) 
18 See Strategies AC4(D) and PS1(D) 
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OBJECTIVE LU14: PEOPLE AND PUBLIC SPACES 
Promote the preservation and development of parks and open spaces 
through appropriate land use controls. 

OBJECTIVE LU15: LAND USE AND THE REGION 
Work with the State of Rhode Island and neighboring communities to 
promote the smart, efficient and equitable use of land. 

 

 

 
 

Strategies:  
A. Promote open spaces and public access along the waterfront.19 
B. Develop incentives for the provision of publicly accessible open spaces as a part of private 

developments, which shall be maintained by the private developer and be developed in accordance 
with established standards. 

C. Develop ways to activate park spaces in conjunction with neighboring uses. 
D. Identify possible locations for additional parks and opens paces in neighborhoods that are currently 

underserved by parks and open spaces.20 
E. Promote the development of greenways as identified on Map 11.2 ‘Future Land Use’. 

 

 

 
 

Strategies:  
A. Work with surrounding communities to ensure compatibility of land uses on the city’s edges. 
B. Coordinate federal and state plans with Providence Tomorrow to ensure a regional planning 

framework. 
C. Work with the State of Rhode Island to amend legislation to permit form-based regulations instead 

of regulations primarily based on use. 
D. Work with the State of Rhode Island to amend legislation to promote an equitable distribution of 

undesirable land uses. 
E. Work with the State and surrounding communities to effectively implement Land Use 2025, the state 

land use plan. 
F. Encourage the state to retain state offices in Providence and develop a plan for their use, 

maintenance and expansion and to densify on their existing campus. 
G. Work with the Federal government to retain and expand federal department offices in Providence. 
H. Consider the implementation of a regional planning commission to address issues such as waterfront 

development and other issues of regional importance. 
I. Work with the state to develop new tools to assist the city in addressing the disproportionate 

impacts that the city bears as a result of the location of the institutions. 
J. Encourage the state to fully fund the PILOT program to offset the impacts of institutions. 

 

 

 

 
 
19 See Strategy PS5(A) 
20 See Strategies PS4(A) and PS5(B) 


