July 19, 2022
Via email to Mr. Ethan Parsons
Ms. Toni Mooradd, Chair
Planning Board
Town of Ipswich
25 Green St.
Ipswich, MA 01938
Re: 55 Waldingfield Road, Friends of Waldingfield Concerns and the Special Permit Application
Dear Chair Mooradd and Members of the Planning Board
On behalf of the Friends of Waldingfield, please find attached a document addressing concerns that we
have identified relative to the proposal by Ora Inc. for a corporate complex at 55 Waldingfield Road
under the auspices of the Great Estates Preservation Bylaw. We are appreciative of the time and effort
that each of you has volunteered to the Town of Ipswich on behalf of the citizens of the Town. Your
dedication to public service is remarkable, commendable, and stands as a testament to our heritage of
looking out for the best interests of our community.
Like you, we have attended the public meetings, we have read many documents, we have done our own
research and retained experts with skills and experience in special permit applications, town and
transportation planning, economic development, historic preservation, and environmental compliance.
We offer to you our considered opinions, based upon evidence and careful assessment as well as the
collective wisdom of a dedicated group of individuals.
We believe the special permit application is seriously flawed and the permit should not be granted. We
have said this before that the Great Estates Preservation Bylaw is a worthy planning instrument, but the
small location and the character of the area on a Scenic Road will be irrevocably changed for the worse
should a permit be granted. In our minds Ora Inc. has proposed to do too much with the small site and
has tried to stretch the regulations well beyond their intent. We believe certain conditions that may
attached to a possible permit, especially those related to traffic impact mitigation, to be unenforceable
and place undue burden on the Town and its residents.
We look forward to the opportunity to review with you our concerns. We encourage you to deny the
special permit application and work with Ora Inc. to find a more suitable site, preferably within Ipswich.
On behalf of the more than 350 Friends of Waldingfield.
Respectfully
Jack Whittier
35 Waldingfield Road
South Hamilton, MA 01982

55 Waldingfield
Special Permit
Concerns
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Section A: Summary of Key Concerns
• Threat to Neighborhood Character. Ora’s proposed corporate office complex irrevocably threatens to
degrade character of a designated Scenic Road. Nothing in the Great Estates Preservation Bylaw (“Bylaw”)
remotely suggests its intent was to protect historic great estates at the expense of historic scenic roads.
• Significant Decrease in Road Safety. Ora’s traffic impacts are identified as “significant” and not amenable
to reasonable mitigation given Scenic Road limitations, with increased traffic volume posing additional
safety risks to non-vehicular traffic.
• Excessive Development for the Site. Ora’s refuses to commit to limiting development to 75,000 square
feet — with 125,000 square feet available — or agreeing to protect important scenic, cultural and historic
view sheds by abiding by the bylaw’s 250-foot setback from the public way for any new building
construction.
• No Details on Conservation Restrictions. Ora refuses to provide details about the legally-binding
Conservation Restrictions required by the bylaw.
• Improper Inclusion of GFA. Ora asks to include roughly 1,500 SF of dirt floors as “gross floor area” (GFA) in
order to even meet the minimum application qualifications for a GEPD permit.
• A better alternative exists.
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Process Concerns
• Compliance with minimum required gross floor area

• Compliance with required 250-foot Setback
• Importance of independent assessment and verification

• Historic preservation
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Dirt floors are not “built” space for GFA purposes
•

All structures should be independently measured to
confirm qualifying GFA.

•

Considerable doubt exists whether the property
qualifies as a Great Estate based on qualifying gross
floor area (“GFA”), which needs to be in aggregate
30,000 SF. Ora claims the current total is 30,891 SF.

•

Ora has proposed including 1,536 SF of dirt floors
under and next to the barn in the GFA qualifying
calculation. This would be a first in the history of
zoning approvals to assume dirt floors are “built”
space, and ignores the fact that dirt cavities do not
have outside walls from which to measure floor area.

•

The Town Assessor did not measure the GFA, and no
Town Official has done so on behalf of the Planning
Board. The Ipswich Historical Commission specifically
required the PB to perform its own calculations.

View Dirt Cavity under the barn.
Photo provided by Ora.
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Project does not comply with the Bylaw’s 250' setback
for newly constructed buildings or any part thereof
• The Bylaw is clear (Section IX.H.5.vi.):
“Newly constructed buildings in a
GEPD, other than gatehouses, shall be
setback at least two hundred fifty
(250) feet from a public way.”
• Phase 1B proposes replacing the
existing “farmhouse” with a new
structure and additions, and adding to
barn, all within 250 feet of the road.
• The setback is designed to protect
important streetscapes, particularly
important for Waldingfield, a Scenic
Road

View of entrance to 55 Waldingfield.
Photo by FOW.
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Importance of Independent Verification and
Assessment
• A special permit will allow corporate office use “by right” at 55 Waldingfield, for Ora
or any subsequent corporate owner.
• Ora’s asserted daily on-site population values — a proxy for traffic — reflect an
unusually low per-employee utilization of office space.
• Per the U.S. General Services Administration, the national average is 200 square feet
per office employee.*
• Subsequent corporate user of Ora’s 60,000 square foot office facility could house
~300 employees on site, or ~2.5 times greater than the 120 proposed by Ora.**
• We encourage the Planning Board to obtain an independent assessment of the site
population (and traffic impacts) that reflects the average possible by-right utilization
of a 75,000 square foot corporate complex, not just Ora’s proposed use
https://www.gsa.gov/cdnstatic/Workspace_Utilization_Banchmark_July_2012_%281%29.pdf
** excludes barn
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Historic preservation?

Rendering by Ora to show the historic main house with an addition larger than the house
itself, and also connected to the carriage house, with still a future connected addition on
stilts. How does this qualify as historic preservation and development under the Bylaw?
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Section B: Special Permit Criteria
Bylaw Section X.J – Special Permits
Applying “the following criteria,” the Board can only grant a special
permit if “the benefit to the Town outweighs the adverse effects of
the proposed use,” and if the applicant has submitted “sufficiently
detailed, definite, and credible information to show the project
meets the intent of this bylaw”:
a)
b)

c)
d)
e)
f)

Social, economic or community needs must be served by the
proposal per the Bylaw
Potential fiscal impact on Town services, tax base, and
employment
Traffic flow and safety, including parking, loading
Adequacy of utilities and other public services
Compatibility with neighborhood character
Impacts on the natural environment, species conservation not
addressed
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a. Social, economic or community needs must
be served by the proposal per the Bylaw
• The Proposal is inconsistent with the Ipswich
Community Development Plan
• Economic development: “Ipswich [will] attract
and sustain businesses in its commercial and
industrial districts” (p 6)
• Chapter #4, Core Vision Theme: “business
development continues to be concentrated in
walkable areas, including Town Center and near
the train station.” (p 21)
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b. Potential fiscal impact on Town services,
tax base, and employment
•

•

•

Absence of detailed, definite, and credible information about fiscal
impact of Ora’s operations, as required by the Bylaw. We do not
know if the Project will have a negative or positive fiscal impact.
Tax base impacts: Uncertain and likely much lower than
anticipated:
• Conservation restrictions and/or Chapter 61A will generate
limited tax payments to Town for land
• Building improvements and new construction will provide
taxable basis for Town, but
• Ora does not commit to construction beyond Phase 1B and
thus unwise to assume increased tax payments to Town
Local jobs: Ipswich unemployment rate is 2.5%.* No local
employee new hires are projected by Applicant.

* https://lmi.dua.eol.mass.gov/lmi/LaborForceAndUnemployment/TownComparison
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c. Traffic flow and safety, including parking,
loading
• “Significant” increase in traffic flow per Ipswich ’s
independent engineer (~30% increase in daily trips).

• Ora’s traffic impact analysis does not address nonvehicular use of Waldingfield Road.
• Traffic impacts must account for the more intensive byright office uses allowed at the site once the special
permit is approved, not Ora’s self-projected uses.
• U.S. Federal Highway Administration*
• Approximately 25 percent of nationwide pedestrian
and bicycle fatal and injury crashes occur on rural
roadways. In contrast to urban roadways, rural roads
have certain characteristics that can increase the
severity of crashes for pedestrians and bicyclists
• Proposal to limit vehicular traffic at 55 Waldingfield is
reliant upon self-reporting and unenforceable.
Waldingfield Road, January 2022
*https://safety.fhwa.dot.gov/local_rural/training/fhwasa14090/ped_bike.
pdf
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d. Adequacy of utilities and other public
services
• Ipswich River flow rate “an all-time low for this
day of the year,” according to the U.S.
Geological Survey (USGS).*
• The water demand for the project has not
been quantified, including each phase and
total water use. An independent assessment
is advisable.
• Ora has represented that the Project will
contribute toward eliminating water loss in the
Ipswich system but has not provided details of
those mitigation measures.
• Wastewater and Title 5 issues do not appear
to have been addressed. (Ipswich Zoning
Bylaw, XI. H. 6. (e)).
*http://thelocalne.ws/2022/07/14/drought-takes-a-turn-for-the-worse-asipswich-river-falls-below-2016-flow-rates/

The new normal? Ipswich River, Mill Road, • 13
July 17, 2022

e. Compatibility with neighborhood character
• Scenic Road designation is fundamentally
incompatible with a corporate complex, leading to
loss of economic revenue to Ipswich*
• 30% increase in daily cars/trucks/service vehicles
is inconsistent with neighborhood character
• Proposed 24-7 hotel / dining operation is
inconsistent with neighborhood character
• Proposed corporate complex and significant
increased traffic directly across from Appleton
Farms is incompatible with neighborhood
character
• Neighborhood currently has zero square feet of
commercial floor space, but Ora seeks potential
to grow to 125,000 square feet.
• Over 90% of neighborhood residents opposed to
Ora’s proposal
*https://mrpcmembers.com/mississippi/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/AAR_MeetingThe-Economic-Impact-of-Scenic-Byways-and-Road-Final-white-paper.pdf

Hundreds of signs
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f. Impacts on the natural environment,
species conservation
• Project site is within and adjacent to Biomap2 Aquatic Core
habitat and Wetland Core Habitats (Core 2805), which
support species of conservation concern including the Bluespotted Salamander and Sharp-shinned Hawk, and is also a
Critical Natural Landscape (1266).
• “Protection and stewardship of BioMap2 Core Habitat and
Critical Natural Landscape is essential to safeguard the
diversity of species and their habitats, intact ecosystems,
and resilient natural landscapes across Massachusetts.”
• Ora has not addressed this issue, despite being brought to
their attention that the existing mansion and lawn are within
the 100-foot wetland buffer zone with drainage discharging
into these habitats.
• The Bylaw requires an inventory of wildlife and their habitats
on site, but none appears to have been prepared.
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Section C: Path Forward
• A viable path forward presented by the Preservation Group
• Local community member support
• Place a permanent conservation restriction on all existing open space on the
property, not just 50% as proposed by Ora
• Guarantee public access
• Maintain the property until a permanent owner committed to an appropriate
residential and conservation use of the property is identified
• Preliminary discussions with Trustees of Reservations has confirmed their interest
in partnering with the Preservation Group on this effort, if the property becomes
available
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Preservation Group vs. Ora Inc.’s vision
Category

Ora Corporate Complex

Preservation Group

124,000

0

New parking spaces
Commercial night lights in parking areas,
allee

>90

0

Yes

No

Traffic, additional cars per day
Traffic, additional average daily trips per
day

>90

0

>500

0

~120
walking / riding trails open to
public

5-10 (~ same as current)
walking / riding trails open to
public

40-60%

89% (35 acres)

No

Yes

Main House

office space, lodging

remains a private residence

Farm House

hotel with 20 bedrooms, dining

remains a private residence

Office space, possible square feet

Population
Public Access
Property under New Conservation
Restriction
East Paddock under Conservation
Restriction
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Wrong location, but we encourage Ora Inc. to
consider other Ipswich sites
• Please:
• select a site not on a Scenic Road.
• select a site in the downtown commercial district
• consider a site that will allow for corporate activity to be in character
with the location.
• consider main streets, with no blind curves or hidden drives, and
which will allow for additional traffic without any measurable
degradation in safety or curb appeal.
• consider streets where the Town already has installed streetlights,
traffic lights, additional signage, and/or traffic calming measures.

• 18

Thank you

