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Town of Burrillville 
 
Report on the Results of the 2014 Charrette’s 
New Commons 
V4: 1-5-15 
 
This report is a summary of the two charrettes held in the fall of 2014. It includes: a description 
of the charrette process/agendas; context for change in the town; New Common observations 
and conclusions and New Common’s recommendations. The content in the “context for change” 
section are the words of the individual participants and do not represent the views of the town or 
New Commons. Our job was to relay what got said in the words of the person speaking. 
 
The term charrette was first used in 2005 and carried over to 2014. In the 2014 meetings, the 
term caused some confusion. By definition, a charrette is a collaborative session where people 
draft solutions to design problems in Burrillville, e.g., how to balance density in the villages while 
maintaining open space. What sets a charrette apart from something like a workshop is the 
focus on both vision and practicality. Charrettes often require multiple sessions to produce 
results.   
 

The Process/Agendas for the Charrettes 
The town of Burrillville engaged in two town-wide conversations on the future of the town. The 
major goal was to affirm or amend the conclusions of the 2005 charrette. The conversations 
were designed as participatory, public charrettes. The first charrette was held on September 9, 
2014 with members of the town’s Boards, Committees and Commissions. The second charrette 
was held on October 9, 2014. It engaged in conversation, the public and members of the 
Boards, Committees and Commissions. New Commons prepared a summary of each session to 
be shared with participants.    
 
The September 9, 2014 charrette addressed: 

 The essence of Burrillville is its quality of life and rural character! 

 Burrillville has been effective with its economic and redevelopment initiatives! 

 Review the 2005 charrette summary/design principles: what still holds true for the town? 

 External conditions analysis and what are the collective impacts of the conditions on the 
town’s future? 

 Burrillville must: stay the historical course! Chart fresh ground! 

 Develop a preliminary list of strategic initiatives for year 1 and 2 

 A preview of what would happen in the second charrette 
 
The October 9, 2014 charrette focused on:  

 The public reviewed select results from the discussion posters from the first charrette 
and pre-and-post photographs of actual developments in town to identify their questions 
and observations  

 Examine 3 developments (keeping in mind the visuals in the back of the room that 
feature: Stillwater Mill, Industrial Park and Pascoag)  

 Review the 5 design principals and 4 focal areas, drafted at Charrette one to determine if 
they are on the mark? And if not change them. 

 Review of zoning and land use procedures 

 How does the town keep and attract young people?  
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 How to create more effective communication and collaboration among Boards, 
Committees and Commissions 

 

Context for Change in the Town 
The September charrette undertook an analysis of the external conditions impacting Burrillville.  
A condition is a trend, conclusion or major fact that has implications for the future of the town. 
Conditions were analyzed from two views: What are the current conditions? What are the 
emergent conditions? Current conditions are fully present with an impact felt. Emergent 
conditions are out there on the horizon, heading this way with the impact perceived. 

 
Current Conditions 
Population / Culture Burrillville is a bedroom 

community 
Large generation gap – part 
of the gap is between those 
moving in and those who 
have lived here for most of 
their lives 
 

Built Environment Sewer extension completed 
(somewhat restricted by 
zoning) 
 

Extension of gas lines, 
especially in the Industrial 
Park 

The Economy Impacted by state/regional 
economy, which lags 
 

The lack of focus, continuity 
and long term planning by 
Commerce RI (formerly 
RIEDC) has negative impact 
on town 
 

Public Education Facilities and physical plants 
(along with technology) are 
designed to address needs of 
the current student body & 
the potentially growing 
student population 
 

Consider technical programs 
to compliment traditional 
college tracks for those 
students who do not choose 
college 

Ecology RIDEM has too much control Successful remediation of 
several properties 
  
Burrillville has a lot of 
protected space 
 

Wildcard Trust  
 
Lack of role models 

Political correctness holds 
development back  
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Emergent Conditions 
Population / Culture Less tax base per population 

– less home owners, more 
renters 
 

Split between those who 
want to remain rural and 
those who want development 
  
Note from New Commons: 
Most charrette participants 
want to maintain or improve 
the quality of life but don’t 
want to stop development. 
This will require reconciling 
these two views – stay rural 
and develop – by holding a 
tension of the opposites and 
not let one view dominate.  
 

Built Environment Develop public transport: 
Rail, bus  
 
Roads are satisfactory (with 
exceptions) 
 

Use of other power options: 
wind, solar, hydro 
 
 
 
 

The Economy Continuous changes to state 
economic development 
programs inhibit town’s ability 
to get assistance in attracting 
new businesses 
 

Economy in RI will get a little 
worse before it gets better 

Public Education Limited resources have 
become more of an issue as 
we are competing with other 
methods of schooling 

Keeping kids engaged in 
school and providing things 
for them to focus on when not 
in school 
 
Finding ways to address the 
drop-out rate and preparing 
youth for successful careers 
 

Ecology Increasing noise levels 
 

 

Wildcard Trust and patience but 
remain diligent 

Downtown Pascoag becomes 
a medical services hub – 
develop additional medical 
opportunities to complement 
WELL ONE 
 

 
 
Collective Impact of the Current and Emergent Conditions 
Participants collectively reflected on the current and emergent conditions they developed by 
identifying the overall impacts of all of the conditions on the town. Once the collective impacts 
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were identified, participants used 2 sticky dots to declare the impacts that require the most 
attention, going forward. The conditions are divided into primary and secondary impacts. 
 
Primary impacts    
18 dots…Makes sense to redevelop town centers – more accessible for more people; should 
incent more businesses to grow 
17 dots…Whatever we do with growth – both business and residential – will impact public 
education 
17 dots…To bring businesses to town, Burrillville has to improve the infrastructure; at the same 
time, bringing in more business could jeopardize the rural character 
 
Secondary impacts 
11 dots…State and Federal regulations are usurping town authority 
8 dots…Impact on housing market, both renters and owners. Could impact tax base (negative & 
positive); housing pricing varies by area in town (some up, some down) 
7 dots… The town will stay a bedroom community 
6 dots…Population and culture will constantly change 
4 dots…Businesses coming to our community 
 

New Commons Observations and Conclusions 

The citizens of Burrillville that participated in the charrette process are committed to helping the 
town, and are engaged.  
 
Despite the sense of the slow, complex pace of development in town, Burrillville has 
accomplished more in developing the town than it credits itself for. The accomplishments are in 
both the use of an innovative and agile process for development and the actual development. 
Burrillville is doing development right by concentrating it in the villages and industrial parks and 
not everywhere. In New Common’s view, in terms of using development innovation and 
achieving results, it is one of the top three non-urban municipalities of the 39 cities and towns in 
RI.   
 
The town administration (manager and planning director) and the various Boards, Committees 
and Commissions work very well as an effective team to direct and coordinate economic 
development and land use in general.     
 
Under current zoning, conducting a home based business is relatively open and doable in town. 
This fact needs to be more explicitly made public. Expanding home-based businesses should 
be a goal of the town. 
 
Attracting and keeping young people in Burrillville is not about competing with the cities.  
Rather, it is about featuring the amenities of village and rural life some young people long for 
such as the bike trails, walking and gathering in the public realm for concerts and picnics. 
Burrillville should expand these opportunities when they align with town goals and standards. 
 
Most of the historical retail in small towns won’t come back. Yet look what Warren and Bristol, 
RI and Putnam, Ct did in creating a vital place by combining artisan shops, restaurants, 
antiques and funky other experiences. Unlike those places which have market benefits of being 
coastal communities and for Putnam, a major turnpike (Route 44) traversing directly through its 
Town Center, what can Burrillville do to overcome the geographic location of Pascoag and 
Harrisville? And begin with the assumption that it can do something. 
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New Commons Recommendations 

 

The design principles implicit in 2005 are affirmed and must be pursued as now 
explicitly stated 

 Ensure the quality of life and community is central to the town, knowing citizens 
experience them both in their own ways…keep listening for what the public defines as 
their expected quality of life 

 Keep sharpening the zoning that concentrates density and height in the villages 

 Keep sharpening the zoning that preserves and deepens the (non-village) rural 
character of the town 

 Grow the economy, in 21st century ways, in the villages and industrial parks 

 Through innovation, continue to reduce the number of hoops in the development 
process and growth of business, but understand and prepare for potential conflicts, e.g., 
how to make the town work for food trucks without adversely impacting restaurants? 
 

The strategic goals must be pursued 
The first five goals are from the summary of the 2005 charrette. They were amended and 
affirmed at the first charrette of September 2014. The sixth goal was added from the charrette 
process. 

1. Diversify the tax base aligned with town land use, zoning and growth policies 
2. Manage the cost of living for residents and seniors 
3. Improve public health and safety 
4. Develop tourism and recreation while not over-taxing the rural assets 
5. Continue to improve government accountability, transparency and responsiveness 
6. Increase opportunities for families such as flexible uses of properties and homes 

 

Focus on taking action in six focal areas 
The first four focal areas listed below were prioritized at the first charrette in 2014. The fifth and 
sixth focal areas were added in the second charrette. All six focal areas shape the quality of life 
as well as economic development and redevelopment. The six areas have to be integrated into 
the overall strategic planning of the town: 

1. Public safety 
2. System-wide education, especially vocational education 
3. Young people  
4. Young families 
5. The elderly 
6. Branding and marketing campaign for the town, both internally and externally 

 

Continue to understand what young people in town want  
A discussion item at the two charrettes was the role of young people in the future of the town. 
As a result the School Superintendent conducted a survey of high school students in town. Over 
400 students responded. The town should find some college students, working for credit, to 
analyze the results. Once the results are analyzed more in-depth research should be conducted 
including testing some of the survey conclusions in focus groups. Additionally expand the 
research to include young adults (those in their early twenty’s). Identifying and addressing the 
issues of young people will impact long-term planning for the town. 
 
The next section of this report includes specific initiatives for taking action on these focal areas. 
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Pursue a short list of priority strategic initiatives for year one and two 
The town has existing plans, e.g., Comprehensive Plan and formal programs to pursue, and 
those activities should continue and in some cases are required under State Laws. That said, 
New Commons recommends that Burrillville mobilize interested citizens and leaders from the 
various Boards, Committees and Commissions, and residents to pursue a short-list of the action 
projects identified in the first charrette meeting in the fall of 2014. 
 
Sixteen projects are proposed for year’s one and two. The town should shorten the list to the 
most important three to five projects within the areas to pursue over the next two years and start 
to work on them. In some cases the priorities are very general without implied action and some 
are too big to take on all at once. New Commons has added a column for four recommended 
projects to bring the priority to life. Each project can require from 9 to 15 months for 
implementation. 

 
Criteria for picking initiatives: 
 Year 1 initiatives: Identify the measurements; something technically attainable; low-hanging 
fruit, small victories; resources are in hand; make sure we get public input; if we’re going to 
grow, determine how public safety will fit into this; leadership commitment and support. 
 
Year 2: Articulate measureable results and metrics (show cost benefit to develop buy-in); more 
complex, requires more time to plan; requires more time to raise money. 

 
 
     
 Year 1 Between 

Year 1 & 2 
Year 2 A New Commons 

recommended 
project 

The future of 
public 
education 

Form a group of 
vested 
community/ 
municipal 
organizations 
and businesses 
with the 
expertise to 
organize and 
implement 
opportunities at 
all levels of 
public education 

 Local business 
internships / 
learning 
opportunities; 
alternative 
educational 
opportunities for 
teens & adults 
through 
partnerships with 
area higher 
education, local 
businesses & 
local community 
groups 
 

Capitalize on the 
growing “maker culture” 
–a culture of young 
people making things 
using 3-D printers, 
metal working and 
woodworking tools.  
 
This culture 
emphasizes learning by 
doing. Develop a 
hands-on course for 8th 
graders to learn how to 
make stuff; present 
vocational options they 
can pursue. 
 
Develop a space in 
town for young people 
to make stuff; invite 
AS220 to help the town 
develop it.    
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 Year 1 Between 
Year 1 & 2 

Year 2 A New Commons 
recommended 
project 

Innovation in 
the way the 
town does 
business 

Make sure town 
departments  
use latest 
broadband-
wireless 
technology to 
increase 
efficiency 
 
 
 
 
 

 Consolidation of 
procurement 
contracts with 
regional 
municipal 
entities & town 
departments. 
 
Guaranteed a 
tax holiday for 
new businesses 
that meet 
investment 
criteria (for a 
defined time 
period, not in 
perpetuity). 

Pick 3 services the 
town considers vital, 
but knows other towns 
do it better and contract 
with those towns. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Wildcard 
(includes 
public safety) 

Do a situational 
analysis for 
Zambarano 
based on 
existing 
operations, 
Phoenix House, 
public safety. 
Find out where 
the state is 
before we get 
going and then 
determine what 
we can do 

Public 
Safety/Quality 
of Life/ & 
getting people 
to set the 
example. 
 
Local 
businesses 
Tourism / 
Expand 
Lodging, River, 
Restaurants, 
Addieville East 

 
 

Public Safety / 
Areas – Drugs / 
Heroin; Health, 
Welfare & Public 
Education: 
educating young 
people on the 
issues facing the 
town, e.g., drug 
abuse, 
distracted 
driving. 
 
A question to 
consider: given 
that some of the 
issues listed, 
e.g., drug use, 
what role does 
the town play in 
ensuring public 
health of 
residents? 
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 Year 1 Between 
Year 1 & 2 

Year 2 A New Commons 
recommended 
project 

Best use of 
Economic 
Development 
Center in 
Pascoag 

Change 
perception of 
Pascoag, local & 
state-wide, by 
identifying and 
making known 
the assets 

Improve 
infrastructure to 
facilitate private 
investment – 
better roads, 
lighting 
 
Re-enforce the 
village concept, 
history & 
people: What 
does it mean to 
congregate in a 
village setting? 
 

Create a 
Chamber of 
Commerce! 
 
Develop a 
central 
attraction, e.g., 
ice rink and/or 
use of the river 
and pond 
 

Hold a public 
conversation in 
Pascoag among 
residents on its future 
as a small scale tourist 
destination like Warren 
or Bristol. 

 
 
 

Develop an ongoing program for intentionally engaging Boards, Commissions 
and Committees  
This community engagement process has provided the town with some insights about how to 
effectively communicate and collaborate among the Boards, Commissions and Committees. 
One participant said: “you can learn a lot by listening to hear what other people are doing.” 
Another said: “I’ve learned we’re going in the right direction.” “The use of an intentional 
community engagement process (like the two charrettes) accelerates the synergy among ideas 
because it gets us thinking and action going into fresh places and aligned”. 
 
Focus on strengthening the communication and collaboration among Boards, Committees and 
Commissions. For example, use planning games to get people involved with planning. Such 
games provide hands-on experience in envisioning the future of Burrillville. Foster a practice 
with the Boards, Committees and Commissions to intentionally collaborate on common projects. 
It is recommended that the Board, Committee and Commission chairs meet together three times 
a year to foster synergy and discover collaborative opportunities. 
 
Burrillville has to use more digital tools to get more people involved. It was observed that “a lot 
of the same people are showing up to meetings – how do we get new people and young people 
to attend? How do we reach people who have lived here for only a few years then move on?” It 
was recommended to put the meetings of sewer, planning, and development groups on public 
access cable. It was also recommended to invite IT and social media savvy high school 
students to develop a stronger network of community awareness and engagement using 
technology. Establish a special section on the town website for posting reports and summaries 
from the past charrettes and future meetings of planning, zoning and redevelopment.  
 
Finally, members of the Boards, Committees and Commissions have to act as the eyes and 
ears of the public. Listening well and providing timely information as to what the town is doing to 
help it grow in the right ways.     
 


