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BACKGROUND 

Since the arrival of settlers in the 17th century, Plainville has undergone 

several distinct stages in its development. With the clearing of forest for 

fields, agricultural communities arose. Then, as technology advanced and 

transportation improved, industrial communities grew. And with the ad-

vent of the automobile, residential communities appeared. Plainville’s con-

venient location has made it a natural target for development since the 

beginning. As a result, the town has passed through all three stages: agri-

cultural, industrial, and residential. The town’s compact size, however, put a 

premium on land and led to competition among the various uses these 

stages entail. As space became scarce, land was redeveloped. The winners 

were homes; the losers—by necessity—were farms and factories. Plain-

ville became a suburb. 

Plainville grew tremendously in the last century. The majority of that 

growth occurred after 1950. Most has taken a suburban form: single-family 

homes set in neighborhood subdivisions constructed around the automo-

bile. This development paradigm has met with success in the marketplace. 

However, it has had several adverse consequences for the communities 

that have embraced it, including: 

Unaffordable housing 

Suburban homes consume vast amounts of land. This has two effects that raise the cost of hous-

ing beyond the means of many. First, land costs money. Big lots mean high home prices. Second, 

homes on big lots deplete the supply of available land without creating enough units to damp 

the demand for homes. This causes land values to go up. As a result, the cost of even modest 

homes increases when land-intensive construction is undertaken elsewhere. 

Housing shortages 

Big lot building produces unaffordable homes. When compelled to buy large, expensive parcels, 

developers have two ways to recoup their investment: density and luxury. They can sell many 

units at low prices or few units at high prices. Unfortunately, density is often forbidden. This lack 

of variety results in housing stock that fails to meet the needs and match the means of many, if 

not most households. (See Housing, p. 28, and Zoning, p. 59 for details.) 



 Background | 7 
 

Automobile dependence 

Wide streets and big lots spread homes over a large area. The places individuals want to reach 

are rarely within walking distance, and with so little density, public transit fails. This makes peo-

ple—young and old, rich and poor, able-bodied and disabled alike—dependent on the automo-

bile. They need a car (and possibly a driver) to get to work, to school, to town hall, and to the 

store. Since the need to drive depends on one’s housing, the cost of driving must be factored into 

the cost of housing. Indeed, the people most in need of affordable housing—i.e., those who have 

difficulty finding a place to live or keeping up with their home payments—are the ones most af-

fected by automobile dependency. (It may be having to own a car that makes their housing un-

affordable. They may have trouble paying their mortgage because they are paying for their car 

instead!) 

High property taxes 

Suburban homes often impose greater demands on public resources than do other, more af-

fordable housing styles. Detached, single-family homes do not only encourage families with 

school-age children to move in. By virtue of their remoteness, they also necessitate dispropor-

tionate and inefficient investments in infrastructure (e.g., in installing and maintaining longer 

streets, water mains, and sewer lines) and drive up the cost of service delivery (e.g., longer 

routes and greater distances for plowing, school bus and waste pickup, and emergency re-

sponse.) As demands for these services escalate, so, too, will the burden placed on property tax-

payers, including those with limited incomes, which it strikes disproportionately hard. High prop-

erty taxes have been and continue to be one of the leading causes of unaffordable housing. 

These are a few of the consequences of the development paradigm that 

has unfolded in communities like Plainville in the last half century. Many 

others have been identified, from obesity and the disintegration of com-

munity to dependence on foreign oil and environmental damage. However, 

these are beyond the scope of this study. The focus here is workforce 

housing. This study will explore how an Incentive Housing Zone could 

specifically help Plainville mitigate the problems described above. Housing 

can also help towns in more general ways; Table 1 (below) explains these. 

TABLE 1. WHY CONNECTICUT TOWNS ARE CREATING HOUSING 

1. They need municipal workers. 41% of Connecticut teachers are over fifty and will 
need to replaced in the next decade; volunteer fire departments can’t find fire-
fighters; police officers, road workers, and others can’t live in town. 

2. They need shoppers to support local merchants. Towns such as Simsbury and 
Marlborough are planning infill housing in town centers because merchants are 
suffering from too little foot traffic. 

3. They are having trouble passing budgets. According to the Connecticut Confer-
ence of Municipalities, 62 towns went to referendum in 2004, but 73 went to ref-
erendum in 2007. Mayors and first selectmen say the shrinkage of middle-income, 
young- and middle-aged families as part of the electorate allows older and lower-
income voters to dominate budget votes, and they typically vote “No.” 

4. They need property tax revenue. If locations can be found to create density, 
towns are finding, ten property tax bills per acre are better than one. 
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5. Elderly residents who can’t afford or maintain large homes need one- or two-
bedroom flats in town centers near the pharmacy, doctor, food store, and other 
conveniences. 

6. Adult children are unable to come back to live in the towns they grew up in. 
Connecticut has lost a higher percentage of the 25-34-year-old population since 
1990 than any other state (30.1% decline: 583,882 in 1990; 408,181 in 2006.) 

(Partnership for Strong Communities) 

Geography 
At 9.8 miles, Plainville is the fifth-smallest of Connecticut’s 169 towns. It 

lies near the southwestern edge of the Hartford metro area (MSA), as de-

fined by the U.S. Census Bureau, and belongs to Hartford County as well 

as the seven-town Central Connecticut Planning Region. (It is a member 

of the Central Connecticut Planning Agency, which prepared this report.) 

The cities of Bristol and New Britain bookend the town to the west and 

east; the suburban communities of Farmington and Southington bracket it 

to the north and south. 

Plainville is well-situated. The town neighbors the cities of Bristol and 

New Britain and, thanks to the extensive transportation network in the 

region, lies a mere fourteen miles from downtown Hartford. This makes 

for a twenty minute drive. Two limited access highways serve Plainville and 

define its geography. Interstate 84 frames the southeastern quadrant of 

town and connects Plainville with Hartford to the northeast and Water-

bury to the southwest. State Route 72 bisects the town latitudinally, ter-

minating near the town line with Bristol in the west and continuing to 

New Britain in the east. These roads provide easy access to the Connecti-

cut River Valley “Knowledge Corridor,” intersecting with Interstate 91 at 

several points (via I-84 in Hartford, I-84 and 691 in Southington, and State 

Routes 72 and 9 Berlin.) 

Much of Plainville lies in a plain. The town’s name appeared in the 1830s 

from an earlier reference to the area as “Great Plain.” However, Plainville 

is not entirely flat. Elevation increases as one moves east or west from the 

town center. Gentle slopes typify the west of town; the Metacomet Ridge 

demarcates the east. The latter includes two named peaks between which 

I-84 and Route 72 snake: Pinnacle Rock (600 feet high) and Bradley Moun-

tain (700 feet.) Due to the terrain, this area has escaped large-scale de-

velopment and, with the exception of two quarries, by and large remains 

pristine. It represents the largest area of open space within town and is a 

favorite of choice for outdoorsmen from the town, region, and, indeed, 
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state. (The scenic and well-traveled 51-mile Metacomet Trail ascends both 

summits.) 

Several watercourses and bodies stripe and dot the Plainville landscape. 

The Quinnipiac River originates in the Dead Wood Swamp by the town’s 

border with New Britain. It flows westward into Hamlin Pond, where it 

confluxes with Trout Brook (feeding in from the northeast) and exits 

southwest to Southington, New Haven, and Long Island Sound. In contrast, 

the Pequabuck River, descending from its headwaters in Harwinton, en-

ters Plainville from the west and swings northeast into Farmington, where 

it joins the Farmington River. Paderewski Park Pond, which, like Hamlin 

Pond, abuts a town park, and an unnamed, manmade pond off the Pequa-

buck River round out the list of notable bodies of water. 

FIGURE 1. LAY OF THE LAND 

 

Anthropography 
Today, Plainville is highly developed. The town’s population density reflects 

this. While Connecticut averages 709 persons per square mile, and Hart-

ford County, 1,203, Plainville contains 1,818. (CERC, 2008) This is a rela-

tively high figure for a community like Plainville. The roots of this density, 
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however, lie not in concentrated housing, such as high-rises. On the con-

trary, such developments are rather scarce in town. Most housing in Plain-

ville has been low-density. The difference between Plainville and the coun-

ty and state is how much of Plainville has been developed. Decades of 

construction have left homes on most parcels in town and undeveloped 

land scarce. Unlike other towns, there are few uninhabited, wide-open 

spaces in town to depress the density statistics. As a result, though few 

areas of Plainville qualify as high-density, the town comes across in the sta-

tistics as relatively dense. 

Land supply—limited, in Plainville’s case—is not the only reason why the 

town has neared build-out sooner than other suburban communities. 

Demand has also played a role. Plainville’s location on the railroad and 

proximity to cities (Bristol, New Britain, and Hartford) made it a target 

for development early on. These factors meant that Plainville could and 

did grow in the years before the automobile leveled the playing field and 

remade towns into bedroom communities, malls, and industrial parks. 

Thus, though Plainville may have its fair share of the latter, thanks to its 

explosive postwar growth, it also has a historic urban core, a downtown, a 

rarity in postwar suburb. 

In the years before the car made far-flung living and shopping possible, the 

downtown was the focus of the community. Residents visited it on a regu-

lar basis to shop and socialize. A variety of establishments provided goods 

and services for all aspects of their lives. A sizable proportion also lived or 

worked near downtown. Many industrial outfits operated at its edge, 

along the train tracks. Some, like General Electric, are still in business and 

remain important contributors to the town’s economic base. Downtown 

also housed (and continues to house) civic and religious institutions, such 

as the town hall, public library, police station, firehouse, post office, and 

several churches. 

Though many of its edifices still stand, Plainville’s downtown has changed 

markedly since the dawn of mass suburbanization. The streetcars that 

once linked it to Bristol, New Britain, and Hartford are long gone. Retail 

development in surrounding communities and along Route 10 siphoned 

merchants and shoppers from downtown Plainville during the past several 

decades. These locations offered the driving public convenience and “free” 

parking as well as space for the expanding chain stores that were coming 
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to dominate retail.1 At the same time, residential development also moved 

away from the center of the city. This put the businesses remaining down-

town beyond the stride of many residents, who might otherwise walk. As 

a consequence of both of these trends, business and social activity within 

the downtown is a shadow of its former self. Nevertheless, the twin ten-

dencies of increasing size and remove in retail and residential construc-

tion continue to the present. They have most recently surfaced in the 

guise of “big boxes” and “McMansions.” (Connecticut Commons is an ex-

ample of the former.) 

Today, downtown Plainville faces challenges. Many of its businesses are 

marginal; many of its buildings are dilapidated. Yet these challenges are not 

insurmountable. Downtown rests on a solid infrastructure. It enjoys su-

perb transportation connections (with bus, rail, and highway access) as 

well as a shapely and sturdy historic building stock. It offers what a grow-

ing post-suburban public wants nowadays: compact, walkable, and mixed-

use. As much as downtown is a monument to Plainville’s past, it is also an 

opportunity for future growth. It is a natural focal point for the town and 

the region—a crossroads for a community that itself is at a crossroads. 

Population and Growth 
Plainville is small geographically but mid-sized demographically. Its 2007 

population was estimated to be 17,711. (CERC, 2008) This puts Plainville 

behind its neighbors, the suburban communities of Farmington and South-

ington, as well as the cities of Bristol and New Britain, both of which 

dwarf Plainville in population. Figure 2 (below) compares Plainville with its 

four immediate neighbors in population. 

                                            
1 In truth, there is no such thing as free parking. The cost of  parking is simply passed on to the consumer 
and town resident, whether or not he makes use of  the infrastructure, through higher unit prices, congestion, 
and heightened property taxes, insurance premiums, and health care premiums. 
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FIGURE 2. COMPARATIVE POPULATIONS 

 

(CERC, 2008) 

Plainville has grown over the years, sometimes slowly, sometimes in leaps 

and bounds. The town underwent four phases in its growth (Figure 3, be-

low.) It developed gradually until 1900. Growth accelerated beginning in 

1900. It leveled off with the Great Depression in 1930. Not until after 

World War II did development resume, but when it did, it did so with a 

vengeance. Plainville experienced explosive growth in the postwar era. 

Over half (55%) of its current population was established in that period. 

Much of this increase stemmed from outmigration from older, larger cities 

in the region. This trend, however, did not last. Plainville’s boom ended ab-

ruptly in the early 1970s. Probable causes for this shift include the exhaus-

tion of readily available, buildable land in town as well as the intensifying 

draw of other communities in the region. The population was in noticea-

ble decline by 1980 (even as new home building continued apace.) 

Growth stagnated through the 1990s, but by the new millennium this 

trend had turned around. Since 2000, the population has grown at a mod-

erate rate, 2.2% through 2007. (CERC, 2008) It is projected that it will 

grow at an annual rate of 0.3% through 2012, for an increase of 280 per-

sons. This gain, together with declining average household sizes, will exert 

further pressure on the housing supply and generate demand for new 

units in town. 
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FIGURE 3. HISTORICAL POPULATIONS 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) and (CERC, 2008) 

Section: Populati on and Growth  

IHZ relevance: Housing demand will keep growing at a moderate clip. 

Recommendation: New home construction is warranted. 

Households 
Plainville’s residents formed 7,386 households in 2007. This corresponds 

to an average household size of 2.40 individuals. (CERC, 2008) However, 

substantial differences in size exist among households in the community. 

Households in owner-occupied housing fall near the average. They count a 

mean of 2.52 members. Renter households, in contrast, number only 1.87 

persons on average. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) In other words, house-

holds that own have 0.65, or 34.8%, more members than those that rent. 

Household size does not only differ among groups, for instance, as above, 

between renters and owners. It also varies across time. Over the last sev-

eral decades, household size has declined across the developed world. Be-

tween 1970 and 2000, the number of persons per housing unit in Plainville 

fell by 0.92 (29.1%.) The average housing unit in Plainville now has one 

fewer person! While the population of Plainville leveled off over the same 

period, the number of household units—not coincidentally—swelled by 

2,431 (46.1%.) Figure 4 (below) overlays these trends. Since the popula-

tion grew anemically during those years (3.6%), virtually the entire increase 

in housing units owes to declining household sizes. In other words, Plainville 

has built more houses to accommodate not a growing population, but a 

population that must or prefers to live alone. The lack of affordable hous-
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ing is the direct result of this. (In other words, if residents still lived three 

to a unit, there would be more than enough housing to go around.) 

FIGURE 4. PERSONS PER AND HOUSING UNITS 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

Section: Households  

IHZ relevance: More new housing units than population growth alone 

would suggest are called for will be needed if house-

hold sizes continue to slide. 

Recommendation: New home construction is necessary. 

Increasing diversity in household form helps to explicate these trends. 

Today, more than half (50.6%) of Plainville households are nontraditional. 

They do not consist of married couples. Instead, they comprise single-

parent (13.6% of the total), “other” family, and nonfamily households. 

Viewed apart, each of these groups—young singles, empty nesters, unre-

lated housemates, etc.—do not amount to much. Taken together, however, 

they make a majority. This shift has implications for the housing market. 

Nontraditional households may have different needs and desires from 

traditional ones. Since most housing was built to the traditional house-

hold, housing supply may no longer fit housing demand. One of the ques-

tions for this study is, thus, to what extent does the housing stock in 

Plainville meet the needs of the existing—and future—households? 

It turns out that nearly two-thirds of the existing housing stock (64.0%) is 

traditional single-family units (Figure 19, p. 30.) To the extent that nontra-

ditional households need and desire nontraditional housing, supply is out 

of line with demand. One would expect the market to react to such in-

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000

8,000

9,000

1970 1980 1990 2000

Housing unitsO(left
axis)

Persons per unit
(right axis)



 Background | 15 
 

congruity by increasing the supply of nontraditional housing. Developers 

should be building fewer single-family homes and more multifamily resi-

dences. However, they have not done so. New housing tilts even further in 

favor of conventional households. 88.1% of construction within the last 

five years has been single-family homes (Table 5, p. 34.) Supply is not align-

ing with demand. This may be driving prospective residents out of Plain-

ville or forcing them into homes that are inappropriate to them. The con-

sequence is a dearth of appropriate housing at affordable prices. 

Homes are not all that matters to households. In a suburban community 

like Plainville, cars are almost as indispensable. As the section Commute 

Patterns (p. 21) bears out, they are the primary means of transportation to 

and from work for all but a very few in Plainville. (Only 5.0% of town res-

idents do not commute by car. Presumably similar figures hold for other 

types of trips, such as running errands.) The average household has at 

least 1.65 vehicles. In comparison, the same household has 1.34 persons in 

the labor force. (Figure 5, below, gives households by the number of vehi-

cles they possess.) The numerical superiority of vehicles to workers im-

plies that for most Plainville residents of age and sound mind and body, 

mobility is not an obstacle to participation in the community and local 

economy. (Since this section focuses on vehicle ownership, it omits the 

9.5% of residents who are under the driving age of 16 and the 15.7% who 

are disabled. Many of these persons cannot drive, so vehicle access is not 

an issue for them directly. However, insofar as they are mobile, their driv-

ers do need vehicles.) 

That said, for a minority of households, vehicle access may be a problem. 

There are more households without a vehicle than work at home or 

commute by foot, bicycle, or bus combined. This suggests, given the auto-

dependent nature of much development in Plainville, that the lack of a ve-

hicle may lock some out of the economy. These households may find 

themselves trapped in a vicious circle. Without a car, they cannot get a job, 

but without a job, they cannot get a car. 

It might seem that the way out from such distress is to secure a car. 

However, those hanging from the lower rungs of the economic ladder 

may discover that in driving to work, they are working to drive. The aver-

age, annual cost of single car ownership in Connecticut is $11,461. (Egan, 
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2008) That is 23.9% of the state median income.2 This represents a high 

opportunity cost for all Plainville residents and may, in particular, present 

less affluent households with a considerable burden. 

FIGURE 5. VEHICLES PER HOUSEHOLD 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

Section: Households  

IHZ relevance: Automobile dependency may be a burden or barrier 

for many in the community. 

Recommendation: New development should be designed to lessen or 

eliminate the need to own and operate a car. 

Economy 

WORKFORCE  

Employment in Plainville is robust. The town’s labor force numbered 

10,101 (57.0% of town residents) as of 2007. Of these, 9,633 were em-

ployed. 468 were unemployed. (CERC, 2008) This equates to an unem-

ployment rate of 4.6%, identical to the state rate, or an employment-to-

population ratio of 54.4%.3 Figure 6 (below) depicts this. 

                                            
2 For single-person households. 
3 “Population” refers to town residents of  all ages. 
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FIGURE 6. EMPLOYMENT RATE 

 

(CERC, 2008) 

The ratio of persons not working to workers is 83.9%. Put another way, 

for every one-hundred people with jobs, there are 84 without. Many of 

the latter persons not in the labor force presumably depend on the sup-

port of those in it. This is given in a society with an even age distribution. 

However, as time passes, the number of dependents in Plainville is likely to 

rise markedly. It is anticipated that, by 2030, the population that is de-

pendent (ages 0-19 and 65+) shall increase by 43.6% (Figure 7, below.) 

The big growth will not be in minors. After a period of decline, they will 

rebound to 15.9% above their level per 100 workers in 2005. Instead, it is 

seniors who will take off. By 2030, the share of the elderly will soar by 

87.2%! As a result, the quality and quantity of services, including housing, 

demanded by town residents may change sharply in the future. 
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FIGURE 7. DEPENDENTS PER 100 WORKERS 

 

(University of Connecticut, 2007) 

Section: Economy  

IHZ relevance: The population is graying rapidly. 

Recommendation: More senior-friendly accommodations will be needed, 

from townhouses and “active adult” communities to 

assisted living facilities. 

On the employer side, Plainville is creating jobs. Between 2000 and 2007, 

jobs grew at an adjusted annual rate of 0.4%. This is higher than the coun-

ty and state, whose employment totals grew at a sclerotic 0.0% and 0.1%, 

respectively. (CERC, 2008) The comparatively high rate of job creation in 

Plainville may attract new workers and thereby generate pressure for ad-

ditional housing. 

In recompense for their labor, town residents collected a median house-

hold income of $58,099 in 2007. This compares to a median of $61,485 

for the county and $65,859 for the state. (CERC, 2008) Despite the 

town’s healthy employment, its economic means are limited relative to its 

milieu. In addition, a segment of the population faces economic hardship. 

More than one in six households (17.7%) made do without any earnings 

whatsoever; more than one in seventeen (5.8%) falls below the poverty 

line. The latter figure doubles to one in nine (11.0%) when the cutoff is 

raised to 1.5 times the poverty line.4 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

                                            
4 Many consider 150% of  the poverty line a more accurate measure of  hardship. (It is widely held that the 
poverty line understates the true cost of  subsistence.) 
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Section: Economy  

IHZ relevance: Job growth will bring new residents who need homes. 

Recommendation: Housing must be priced to workers’ means. 

COST OF L IVING  

Living expenses are reasonable in Plainville, at 2.5% above the national av-

erage. (Fast Forward, Inc., 2008) However, one should treat aggregates like 

these with caution. While overall costs may hover a hair above the mean, 

many goods and services cost substantially more in Plainville than in the 

nation. As Figure 8 (below) illustrates, the vital—and fast-inflating—goods 

and services of food and utilities are markedly pricier in Plainville than in 

the rest of the country, on average. 

FIGURE 8. COST OF LIVING 

 

(CERC, 2008) 

Section: Economy  

IHZ relevance: Basic necessities, above all utilities, are expensive. This 

cuts into residents’ ability to pay for housing.  

Recommendation: New construction should minimize utility costs (i.e., 

adopt energy-efficient design.) 

CAPITAL  

Five-hundred seventy-six employers have operations in town. As of 2007, 

they engage a total of 9,629 persons. (CERC, 2008) Employment shows a 

specialization in manufacturing. This sector has been and continues to be a 

keystone of the local economy. One in three employees, or 30.1% of the 

labor force, works in the field. This figure represents a tripling of county 
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spring and tool-making, metal stamping, and plating. With the development 

of an information economy, other sectors have emerged. Trade and, in 

particular, services, now rival manufacturing for primacy in the town’s 

economic base.5 These sectors account for an even larger share of town 

businesses than jobs (Figure 9, below.) This sets them apart from manufac-

turing. While a few large companies that engage large numbers of people 

dominate the latter, services and trade are typified by smaller firms that 

employ fewer but are plentiful enough to have strength in numbers. 

FIGURE 9. ECONOMIC PRESENCE BY SECTOR6 

 

(CERC, 2008) 

Plainville is home to a number of medium and large construction firms. 

These include Bristol Crane, Atlantic Pipe Corporation, National Eastern, 

Aiudi & Sons, and Tilcon Connecticut. (The latter two operate quarries 

and ancillary facilities in Plainville.) The largest employers in town are Til-

con Connecticut, GEMS Sensors, the Wheeler Clinic, Manafort Brothers, 

and the Plainville Board of Education. (CERC, 2008) 

Light industry and retail have burgeoned in recent years with the Straw-

berry Fields industrial park and Connecticut Commons Plaza. Strawberry 

Fields is a 70-plus acre public-private partnership at the intersection of 

Town Line Road and Route 177. Current tenants include Forestville Ma-

                                            
5 Other notable industries are stone quarrying and heavy construction. 
6 FIRE stands for “Finance, Insurance, and Real Estate.” 
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chine and Display Craft, and businesses such as Northeast Produce and 

New Forge have located operations in the subdivision. With capacity for 

growth, it is anticipated that the area will continue to attract business in 

the coming years. 

The Connecticut Commons Plaza opened its doors in 1999. Located on 

Route 372, this 200-plus acre site houses a variety of retail outlets. The 

Commons have spurred further retail development in the vicinity, includ-

ing new car dealerships. However, despite the prominence of retail both 

to town residents and officials (the Commons constitute the most valua-

ble property on Plainville’s grand list), Plainville’s retail sector is small. Re-

tail sales in town account for only 0.2% of all retail sales statewide. 

(CERC, 2008) That is much less than would be expected, given Plainville’s 

population, which is 0.5% of the state’s. Town residents either spend much 

less than Connecticut residents on average or shop correspondingly more 

in other towns (i.e., revenue leakage.) 

COMMUTE PATTERNS  

Supply and demand in Plainville labor market are roughly equal. (As noted 

above, in 2007, 10,101 workers lived in, and 9,629 persons worked in 

Plainville.) Nevertheless, fewer than one in five residents (1,847, or 19.9%) 

actually work in town. Extensive cross-commuting takes place. Four out of 

five (79.1%) resident workers travel to jobs in, and just about as many 

jobs in Plainville are filled by workers arriving from, other towns. In con-

sequence, Plainville is both bedroom suburb and employment center. (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2007) As one would expect, the number of residents or 

workers traveling to or from a place varies with its proximity. Most per-

sons commute to and from nearby locations. Figure 10 and Figure 11 

(below) list the top municipalities for in- and out-commutes.7  

                                            
7 Those contributing or capturing roughly 1% or more of  workers in town or workers from town, respectively. 



 Background | 22 
 

FIGURE 10. TOWNS FOR IN-COMMUTE WITH AT LEAST 100 

COMMUTERS 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

FIGURE 11. TOWNS FOR OUT-COMMUTE WITH AT LEAST 100 

COMMUTERS 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 
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FIGURE 12. IN-COMMUTING BY TOWN 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

FIGURE 13. OUT-COMMUTE BY TOWN 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

98.6% of resident workers commute. (Home employment is uncommon 

in Plainville.) Commuting skews toward automobiles, especially single-

passenger vehicles. Nineteen of twenty employees (95.0%) drive private 

cars to work; fewer than one in ten (9.3%) of those carpool. (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2007) Other modes of transportation claim minimal shares. De-

spite the presence of a walkable downtown (see Anthropography, p. 9, and 

Walkability, p. 73) few people (2.2% combined) walk or bicycle to work. 

Similarly, even fewer (0.8%) avail themselves of public transit, despite the 

provision of three bus lines in town with service to major employment 
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centers in the region (see Public transit, 46.) Figure 14 (below) breaks 

down the modes of transportation used by commuters in Plainville. 

FIGURE 14. COMMUTE MODE 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

The average commute in Plainville lasts 20.91 minutes each way. Multiplied 

over time, the workers spend over two-hundred minutes per week, or 

over one entire week every year shuttling to and from work. These long 

commutes leave to reason, as stated above, that jobs and homes in Plain-

ville are inadequate to the needs of residents and workers. There may be 

a need to afford more opportunities to town residents to job closer to 

their homes and to workers from outside to home closer to their jobs. 

Doing so could improve both the employment and housing markets in 

Plainville, as well as bring a host of secondary benefits. (The latter include 

alleviation of financial loads on workers and families; more time for family 

and civic engagement; a greater sense of and stake in community; lessened 

congestion and pollution; better public health, and increased foot traffic to 

local businesses.) 

Section: Economy  

IHZ relevance: Residents and workers spend untold time and money 

driving in circles. This has negative impacts on them as 

individuals as well as on the entire community. 

Recommendation: New homes should be situated close to transit lines 

and places of business (and vice-versa.) 
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Demography 
Plainville’s demographics are similar to those of the county and state. The 

following section discusses the age, sex, color and culture, disability status, 

and educational attainment of Plainville residents. 

AGE  

With a median age of 41, Plainville’s population is fractionally older than 

the county and state. They clock in at a median of 40 and 39, respectively. 

Nearly two out of five residents are in the prime of their careers (ages 

25-49.) This stands the town well. However, minors and seniors comprise 

over one-third (35.2%) of the population. Owing to age, these persons 

may possess limited means and depend on others to get by. In addition, 

one in five residents (20.5%) falls under the late career stage (ages 50-64.) 

(CERC, 2008) Many will retire in the near future. Replacing them may 

present a challenge. As Figure 15 (below) shows, young people to replace 

them are relatively scarce. (For every resident in the second quarter-

century of life, there are only 0.78 in the first, a 21.8% decline.) To main-

tain a vibrant economy and forestall a labor shortage, there may be a 

need to retain the young people already in town and attract new ones. A 

question for this study is, therefore, how much is the lack of affordable 

housing an obstacle to this? 

FIGURE 15. AGE DISTRIBUTION 

 

(CERC, 2008) 
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Section: Demography 

For relevance and recommendations, also see Workforce (p. 18.) 

IHZ relevance: A labor shortage looms in the future if new workers 

cannot be recruited and retained.  

Recommendation: Housing should be provided at affordable prices to 

draw and “tie down” employees. 

SEX  

Plainville is almost evenly split between men and women. Males comprise 

48.9% of the population; females, 51.1%. (CERC, 2008) 

COLOR AND CULTURE  

Plainville residents primarily label themselves “white.” Approximately one 

in twelve identify as any other race (8.3%.) Those who do so divide evenly 

among black, Asian, and other or multi-race. One in twenty-five residents 

(4.3%) of any race identifies as Hispanic. (CERC, 2008) 

FIGURE 16. RACIAL SELF-IDENTIFICATION 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

DISABILITY  

More than one in seven (15.7%) Plainville residents reports that he or she 

is disabled. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) As noted above, such residents may 

have limited means and rely on the support of others. Due to these fac-

tors, as well as the challenges many face (e.g., in terms of mobility), these 

individuals may be among the most affected by the cost of housing. As the 
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needs and the ability to pay will change accordingly. 
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Section: Demography  

IHZ relevance: The number of disabled residents is large and rising. 

Recommendation: Housing should be provided that persons with limited 

financial and physical ability can afford and access. 

EDUCATION  

Plainville’s citizenry is diverse in its educational attainment. 7.1% of adults 

age 25 or older hold advanced degrees. (These include professional, Mas-

ter’s, and doctorate degrees.) At the other end of the spectrum, 5.6% 

never made it past eighth grade. The majority lies in between. 84.0% pos-

sess high-school diplomas (or an equivalent); 48.3% have attended college; 

and 20.2% have successfully earned a Bachelor’s or higher. Figure 17 

(below) charts education in town (by the highest level achieved.) 

FIGURE 17. EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 
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HOUSING 

Land 
Plainville is a residential community. Zones dedicated to housing (R-R40) 

account for at least 57.1% of the town’s area. Commercial zones, which 

also allow housing, make up an additional 9.3%. (See Phase I of this study 

for a discussion of land policy and practice in Plainville.) The town splits 

evenly in area between zones that permit multifamily housing (R-R12, CC, 

and GC) and those that do not (R15-R40.) Both groups cover one-third 

of the town (33.3% and 33.0%, respectively.) As one would expect, the 

two groups diverge when it comes to actual housing units. Two-thirds of 

housing units (66.5%) fall within zones that allow multifamily housing; 

20.8% lie in residential zones that do not. 

Zoning and the intensity of development are related. Zones that allow for 

higher-density development are, in fact, denser (Figure 18. below.) Parcels 

zoned R40 that contain housing units (labeled “built” in the table) average 

under one unit per acre. R-zoned parcels with housing units compare at 

7.89 units per acre. Density of CC (central commercial) zoned parcels is 

even higher, 9.09 units per acre. When development at density has been 

permitted, it has occurred. Moreover, it may also occur more readily than 

less intensive development. The density for the R zone as a whole, includ-

ing vacant lots, is 6.90 units per acre. This is 12.5% less than the 7.89 units 

at which parcels in the zone have been developed. (The corresponding 

figure for the CC zone is 11.1%.) In contrast, more restrictive zones are 

much less built out. Density across the entire R40 zone works out to 0.13 

units per acre, or 87.8% lower than the density of developed lots in the 

zone. This suggests that, while there is demand for homes on big lots, 

there may be even more demand for units on smaller lots. 
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FIGURE 18. HOUSING FOOTPRINT 

 

 “Livg.” stands for “living.” Colored bars are for illustrative purposes only. 

Existing stock 
Plainville has about 7,873 housing units. Most (64.7%) are single units. The 

majority of these (93.0%) are detached. Figure 19 (below) shows the 

make-up of the housing stock by the number of units in each structure. 
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FIGURE 19. HOUSING UNITS BY UNITS IN STRUCTURE 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

The average housing unit in town spans 1,288 feet of living area, but much 

as parcels vary in size by zone, so, too, do residences. Housing unit sizes 

range from a mean of 1,137 square feet of living area in the R zone to 

1,626 in the R40. Interestingly, they correlate strongly with zoned lot min-

imums (r=.791) and the densities at which lots have been developed 

(r=.840.) 8  Furthermore, units on parcels zoned not to prohibit higher 

densities and multifamily housing consume less land than units on those 

that do. That is, where zoning is less restrictive, homes use land more effi-

ciently: R40 zone housing units take 40,584 square feet on average; those 

in the R zone, a mere 5,521. The flipside of efficiency in land use is inten-

siveness. While homes in high-density zones may consume less on a per-

unit basis, they also cover a larger share of the total land in the zone. The 

floor area ratio, computed on a living area basis, falls as one moves into 

zones with higher minimums and fewer allowances for multifamily hous-

ing. For the R zone, it is 20.6%; for R40, 4.0%. Despite these differences, 

the ratios are relatively low in absolute terms. Well-developed central 

business districts often have floor area ratios exceeding 100%. 9  Even 

though units in freer zones use land more intensively and more efficiently 

than their more restrictive counterparts, the living area floor area ratios 

indicate that there is substantial capacity for additional development in all 

zones. 

                                            
8 Both correlations are significant at the 0.05 significance level. 
9 These figures are not strictly comparable. Floor-area ratios as a rule include space aside from living quar-
ters. However, even if  ratios were to double, there would still be opportunity for development in town. 
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TABLE 2. LAND CONSUMPTION AND COVERAGE 

Zone Units/acre 
built lots 

Living area/ 
unit (sq. ft.) 

Land/unit 
(sq. ft.) 

Unit floor 
area ratio 

R 7.89 1,137 5,521 20.6% 

R-10 4.23 1,221 10,307 11.8% 

R-11 3.64 1,252 11,977 10.5% 

R-12 1.03 1,424 42,231 3.4% 

R-15 2.11 1,504 20,667 7.3% 

R-20 1.39 1,533 31,231 4.9% 

R-40 1.07 1,626 40,584 4.0% 

Land and building values also correlate with zoning (Table 3, below.) The R 

and CC zones enjoy the highest land values per acre. This reflects their 

central location and flexible zoning. Structures in these zones are similarly 

highly valued. This likely stems from the need to recoup high land costs by 

building big (to distribute land costs across as many units as possible.) 

Figure 30 (p. 42) maps per-acre property values by parcel. 

Yet dear as the land and buildings in these zones may be, on a housing 

unit basis they are the cheapest. The average R unit is valued at $85,337. 

This is one-third (31.2%) less than the next-cheapest unit, the R10 zone’s. 

(It is assessed at $124,075.) Similar figures hold for living area, too: 

whereas R units are valued at $128.02 per square foot, R10 ones come in 

at $154.47. For either metric unit values climb markedly as one descends 

the density ladder. Building condition cannot explicate this tendency. If an-

ything, it should counter it: buildings in R and CC zones boast noticeably 

higher grade and CDU (condition, desirability, utility) factors than those in 

any residential zone with over one-hundred units. That is, the properties 

in these zones are high in cost, quality, and condition, yet, when viewed in 

terms of housing units, they are relatively affordable. 
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TABLE 3. HOUSING VALUES AND CONDITIONS 

 

* Units in zones with at least 100 units only. 

Time may in part account for the price gap, although homes in Plainville 

are relatively modern, with over 70% constructed after 1950. Homes in 

these zones are markedly older than those in other zones. In general, the 

denser the zone may be, the older the homes are (Table 4, below.) The 

newest homes are found in the R12 and R15 zones. They date to 1976 

and 1972 on average. The R, GC, and CC zones contain the oldest. They 

date to 1933, 1928, and 1885, respectively. The median home in town, 

across all zones, was built in 1962. (This makes it 46 years old.) Most are 

not in their original owner’s possession. The median date of the homes’ 

last deed transfer is 2001.  

TABLE 4. HOUSING VINTAGE 

Zone Average year built Avg. year of last deed transfer 

R 1933 1998 

R-10 1948 1996 

R-11 1956 1995 

R-12 1976 1999 

R-15 1972 1993 
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Zone Average year built Avg. year of last deed transfer 

R-20 1966 1996 

R-40 1958 1990 

CC 1885 1998 

GC 1928 1996 

RI 1930 1996 

GI 1932 1996 

Town (median) 1962 2001 

Most homes in town have two or three bedrooms (2.41 on average.) 

Dwellings of this size account for 5,456, or 70.8%, of the 7,707 units the 

town comprised in 2000. The town offers relatively few housing units for 

the nontraditional households that make up more than half of the town’s 

households. Figure 20 (below) tallies housing units by the number of bed-

rooms. These units are, on average, populated by a total of 2.25 persons. 

This equates to 0.93 persons per bedroom. (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) In 

other words, existing housing in Plainville is fully inhabited. Only one out 

of every fifteen bedrooms in town is empty.10 The vacancy rate is even 

lower on a unit basis. In 2000, one in twenty-four, or 4.2% of, units was 

vacant. This is lower than the region, at 5.1%, and nearly one-third lower 

than the state, 6.1%. 

FIGURE 20. NUMBER OF UNITS BY BEDROOMS 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

                                            
10 This assumes an equal distribution of  household members across bedrooms. 
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New construction 
New homes were built apace until 1990, when construction decelerated 

abruptly. Growth in housing since then has been modest (Figure 21, be-

low.) In 2007, 44 permits were authorized. This amounts to 0.6% of the 

existing stock. In the same year, 156 homes sold. The median sale price 

was $205,000. (Department of Economic and Community Development, 

2008) 

FIGURE 21. TOTAL NUMBER OF UNITS 

 

(Department of Economic and Community Development, 2008) 

Construction in recent years has been more or less homogeneous. As Ta-

ble 5 (below) makes clear, nine out of ten new homes have been single-

unit residences. Only sporadically have duplexes or townhouses been 

built in the last five years. No large multi-family (five or more unit) devel-

opments have been undertaken. 

TABLE 5. RECENT HOME CONSTRUCTION BY UNITS 

Year 1 unit 2-4 units 5+ units 

2003 44 0 0 

2004 37 6 0 

2005 19 0 0 

2006 19 0 0 

2007 30 14 0 

Total (% of all) 149 (88.1%) 20 (11.9%) 0 (0.0%) 

(Department of Economic and Community Development, 2008) 
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housing may have changed in recent years, with skyrocketing prices and 

newfound interest in nontraditional types, but the supply has not. As Fig-

ure 22 (below) illustrates, not only has growth in the number of housing 

units in town over the last ten years been nearly imperceptible, but shifts 

in the housing mix have been downright invisible. 

FIGURE 22. HOUSING BY NUMBER OF UNITS 

 

(Department of Economic and Community Development, 2008) 

Section: New construction  

IHZ relevance: Housing demand, above all for nontraditional homes, 

exists, but the private market has failed to meet it. 

Recommendation: New construction should be more balanced. It should 

include townhouses and condominiums. 

Units designated “affordable” make up 7.6% of the town’s housing stock.11 

(State of Connecticut, 2007c) As the availability and affordability of units 

differs with the type of tenure, owned and rented housing are treated 

separately below. 

Owners 
Three quarters of Plainville residents (75.5%) “own” their homes. (Due to 

outstanding mortgages, many do not own their homes outright.) (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2007) In the last decade prices have appreciated sharply. 

Figure 23 (below) illustrates this. Between 1998 and 2007, median prices 

for all homes sold doubled (+95.3%), far outpacing both population 

                                            
11 This figure lies below the ten percent target set by the state and opens Plainville to the Affordable Housing 
Land Use Appeals Procedure under Connecticut General Statute 8-30g. 
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growth and inflation. This drastic run-up in equity enriched homeowners, 

but it also made homes less affordable for prospective buyers. In point of 

fact, a recent study finds that Plainville is not an “affordable” community. 

(Partnership for Strong Communities, 2008) A household earning the me-

dian income for Plainville would not be able to afford a mortgage on the 

median-priced home in town. 12  Wages may have inched upwards, but 

home prices have skyrocketed. As a consequence, there is now a sizeable 

gap between the median income and the qualifying income for a mortgage 

on the median home! 

Moreover, the market became even more difficult for new buyers, as the 

price increase did not distribute equally across all housing classes. While 

single-family homes rose 76.1% in value, condominiums ballooned an in-

credible 166.9%. This compounds the affordability crisis, as condominiums 

have traditionally served as a more economical alternative to single-family 

homes. In 1997, the median condominium went for 58.6% of the cost of 

the median single-family home. By 2007, however, the ratio had risen to 

89.7%. While the housing market grew pricier on the whole, the bottom 

end grew much faster than the top. Such high prices signal that supply is 

not keeping up with demand, i.e. that Plainville may be experiencing a 

shortage of condominiums and similar housing. 

FIGURE 23. MEDIAN HOME SALE PRICES 

 

(The Warren Group, 2008) 

                                            
12 Factual basis: median sales price (2007): $197,000; median income (2007): $58,099; monthly payment 
with 10% down: $1,418.02; qualifying income with 10% down: $60,772.27; difference between median 
income and qualifying income: -$2,673.27. Assumptions: 4.5% fixed rate, 30 year loan, 1% of  purchase 
price put toward taxes and insurance, $60 per month for property insurance, home buyer has saved 10% of  
the purchase price for the down payment and has no outstanding debt. 
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Section: Owners  

IHZ relevance: Housing has become very expensive. Demand for 

condominiums in particular has outstripped supply, 

and prices reflect that.  

Recommendation: New housing, especially in the condominium market, 

should be erected to boost supply and temper prices. 

REAL ESTATE SALES AND VALUATION  

Real estate valuation has not kept up with inflation in the housing market. 

In 1997, homes in Plainville sold for an average of 121.5% of their assessed 

value. By the most recent year for which data were available, 2005, the ra-

tio had jumped to 252.1% (Table 6 and Figure 24, below.) That is, homes 

that changed hands that year were assessed on average at just 39.7% of 

the actual sale price. These artificially low assessments are a problem for a 

couple reasons. First, they deprive the town of necessary revenues. Se-

cond, they convey a false impression that housing is more affordable than 

it really is. The grand list is not indicative of what prospective buyers can 

expect. Instead, they must be prepared to pay double, if not more, of what 

the grand list would suggest. 

TABLE 6. SALE PRICE TO ASSESSMENT RATIOS 

Year 1 unit 2 units 3 units Average 

1997 122.3% 111.0% 92.4% 121.5% 

1998 139.0% 110.5% 91.3% 136.0% 

1999 144.4% 107.5% 103.4% 141.7% 

2000 165.6% 125.1% 119.4% 162.3% 

2001 186.8% 142.7% 135.4% 182.8% 

2002 205.6% 161.5% 189.0% 202.4% 

2003 219.0% 159.3% 158.4% 214.0% 

2004 236.1% 194.6% 205.9% 232.0% 

2005 254.5% 237.0% 211.4% 252.1% 

All years 122.3% 111.0% 92.4% 121.5% 

Data for the year 2000 are interpolated. 

When the data are broken out by housing type, a second trend emerges. 

Single-family homes consistently sell at a higher multiple of their assessed 

value than two- and three-family homes do. Indeed, single-family homes 

sold 43.1% higher above their assessed value than three-family homes did. 

This means that, while multi-family residences can be had closer to their 

assessed values and thus may be more affordable to buyers, they are at a 

relative tax disadvantage. Residents of multi-family homes pay more in 

taxes per unit value of their homes (a higher effective tax rate.) Since the 
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former often are of more limited means, such assessment ratios mean 

that those who have less pay more on a percentage basis. This unequal 

burden makes housing less affordable for those who need affordable 

housing the most. 

FIGURE 24. SALE PRICE TO ASSESSMENT RATIOS 

 

Data for the year 2000 are interpolated. (Office of Policy and Management, 2008) 

MORTGAGE  

As noted above, Plainville residents exhibit a high rate of homeownership 

(75.5% own their homes.) Moderate home prices made this possible. 

With the rise in home prices since the late 1990s, however, homeowners 

and prospective home buyers have increasingly found themselves short. 

They have responded by turning to mortgages. Between 1999 and 2007, 

an annual average of 442 mortgage applications (totaling $56.3 million) 

were filed for properties in town. However, as Figure 25 and Figure 26 

(below) show, the filings increased steadily both in number and value eve-

ry year (up until the economic crisis that began in 2007.) Fifty percent 

(50.1%) more mortgages (amounting to 57.8% more in real dollars) were 

filed for in 2006 than 1999. The number of mortgages denied over that 

period more than doubled (up 105.3%), climbing from 10.2% to 13.9% of 

all filings. The growth in debt, both in number and dollar amount—faster 

than population, housing stock, or the economy—suggests that people 

may have responded to exploding home prices by taking on more debt. 

This may have kept home ownership within reach for more households, 

but it may also have done so at a significant opportunity cost (by diverting 

disposable income and savings to home payments.)  
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At the same time, the amount per loan originated rose from $102,520 on 

average in 1999 to $180,754 in 2007 (Figure 27, below.) The amount per 

mortgage application denied also rose, albeit from a lower starting point: 

from $8,366 to $15,735. (The difference between these values suggests 

that banks are unwilling to lend to borrowers seeking small loans—the 

persons, incidentally, who may be most in need of affordable housing.) 

FIGURE 25. MORTGAGE APPLICATIONS 

 

(Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council, 2008) 

FIGURE 26. MORTGAGE VALUES  

 

(Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council, 2008)  
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FIGURE 27. MORTGAGE AMOUNTS 

 

(Federal Financial Institutions Examination Council, 2008)  

Renters 
29.2% of housing units are rentals. Renters make up one-quarter (24.5%) 

of the resident population. (The difference in the figures reflects the fact 

that renters tend to live in smaller households, so the same number of 

people require more units.) Rents in 2000 ranged from nothing (gratis) to 

over $1,000. The average monthly rent in 2000 was $520.21, or $216.01 

per bedroom. Given the hyperinflationary growth in real estate prices 

since 2000, rents are likely nearly twice that now. There is considerable 

variation between rents paid, as Figure 28 (below) indicates. 

FIGURE 28. PERCENT OF UNITS BY RENT 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 
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The burden rent imposes on households varies just as dramatically. Rent 

accounts for anywhere from under one-tenth to over one-half of house-

hold income. Figure 29 (below,) which graphs rent as a share of income, 

exhibits a bimodal distribution. This suggests a two-class system. Many 

renters have found affordable housing, but large numbers suffer under 

housing-predicated financial duress. In 2000, over three in ten renters 

(31.6%) reported paying more than thirty percent—an unsustainable 

share—of their household income for rent alone. (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2007) Given that real estate prices have since inflated much faster than 

income, the distribution pictured below most probably no longer holds. 

The columns to the right are likely to be substantially taller; those on the 

left, shorter. In other words, rent likely eats up a precariously large share 

of income for a much larger group of households now. 

FIGURE 29. PERCENT OF HOUSEHOLDS BY PERCENT OF IN-

COME SPENT ON RENT 

 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2007) 

Section: Renters 

IHZ relevance: Rent has become an unbearable burden for many. 

Recommendation: More housing is needed to relieve market pressure, 

lessen rent, and free up earnings for other purposes. 
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FIGURE 30. LAND VALUE PER ACRE (BY STREET ADDRESS)
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INFRASTRUCTURE 

AND PUBLIC SERVICES 

Institutions 

SCHOOLS  

Most school-age children in town attend the public Plainville Community 

Schools. Total school enrollment in 2006-2007 was 2,635. The school sys-

tem consists of three elementary schools (Linden Street, Louis Toffolon, 

and Frank T. Wheeler), one middle school, and one high school. (Figure 31, 

below, shows the sites of these schools.) Plainville recently completed a 

$44 million high school renovation and is in wrapping up a $21 million 

renovation to the Toffolon School (scheduled to be completed in Decem-

ber 2008.) For younger children, there are also roughly one dozen day-

care centers or nursery schools in town. (CERC, 2008) 

Facilities and staffing match school enrollment projections. After years of 

growth, enrollment is beginning to contract. This is consistent with 

statewide trends. It is predicted that Connecticut public school enroll-

ment will shrink 17% between 2004-05 and 2020-21. (University of 

Connecticut, 2008) Figure 32 (below) charts the average class sizes for 

selected grades in Plainville’s schools. This decline is already visible in the 

lower grades. Barring any unforeseen influx of children, it should trickle 

up as pupils in the system age, graduate, and are succeeded by younger, 

smaller cohorts. If staffing levels are kept constant, this will give rise to 

excess capacity. With such slack, a modicum of new housing should have 

little to no effect on the school system, even if it is designed to attract 

families with current or future school-age children (e.g. as single-family 

homes instead of apartments.) However, there may be a need for addi-

tional space for special education classes and full-day kindergarten if and 

when it is enacted or mandated by the state. 

 



 Infrastructure and Public Services | 44 
 

FIGURE 31. SCHOOLS 

 

 

FIGURE 32. STUDENTS PER CLASS 

 

(Department of Education, 2008) 
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Section: Institutions  

IHZ relevance: Schools can absorb modest enrollment increases. 

Recommendation: Education should not hinder new housing creation. 

Though no universities or colleges lie in Plainville, residents have access to 

a wide range of tertiary education institutions. These include Central 

Connecticut State University in New Britain, Tunxis Community College 

in Farmington, and Charter Oak State College and Briarwood College in 

Southington. Leading research and teaching institutions lie within a 45-

minute drive, including Trinity University in Hartford, University of Con-

necticut campuses in Hartford, West Hartford, Farmington, and Water-

bury; Wesleyan University in Middletown; Quinnipiac University in Ham-

den; Yale University, Southern Connecticut State University, and Albertus 

Magnus College in New Haven; and the University of New Haven in West 

Haven. 

LIBRARIES  

As of 2001, town libraries housed 93.855 volumes, with a circulation per 

capita of 6.4. (CERC, 2008) If these reserves prove insufficient, libraries in 

adjacent towns are also open to town residents; In addition, Central Con-

necticut State University in neighboring New Britain allows the public to 

borrow from its stacks. 

HOSPITALS AND HEALTH CARE  

Plainville is well-served in health care. The town has 354.2 physicians per 

100,000 people. This compares favorably with the national average of 

169.7. (Fast Forward, Inc., 2008) Several clinics and health centers of vari-

ous types conduct business and serve residents in town; and though 

Plainville has no hospitals of its own, a plethora lies within a short drive. 

These include Bristol Hospital; New Britain Hospital and the Hospital for 

Special Care in New Britain, the Hospital of Central Connecticut in 

Southington, and the University of Connecticut Health Center in Farming-

ton. 

Section: Institutions  

IHZ relevance: Practices can absorb modest patient increases. 

Recommendation: Health care should not hinder new housing creation. 
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EMERGENCY SERVICES  

Police 

The Plainville Police Department consists of 38 full-time employees. It 

provides a full range of services. Its quarters, the Plainville Public Safety 

Facility, were built only five years ago. The crime rate in town is 3,494 of-

fenses per 100,000 residents. This is 17.2% higher than the state average 

of 2,981. (CERC, 2008) 

Fire 

Overall, the size of the firehouse is sufficient. As equipment dimensions 

have not changed in several years because of highway limits, the garage 

should serve the community for at least twenty-five more years. Similarly, 

unless conditions warrant adding full time firefighters, which is not 

planned, these facilities should serve for the next 15-20 years. 

The staff consists of volunteer firefighters with a part-time office assistant. 

During the next several years, retirements caused by the mandatory 

membership age (65) will halve the crew of daytime drivers and firefight-

ers. The town may have to hire full-time personnel to maintain response 

times and current ISO ratings during these hours. The loss of daytime fire-

fighters stems from changes in the local business sector. In the past, fire-

fighters employed at town businesses, with the employer’s consent, left 

work to attend fires. Today, declining local employment among town resi-

dents and leaner payrolls in businesses have cut into the availability of 

these firefighters. 

Section: Institutions  

IHZ relevance: Fire and police can absorb modest client increases. 

Recommendation: Services should not hinder new housing creation. 

Connections 

PUBLIC TRANSIT  

Two transit operators under contract with CT Transit serve Plainville. 

DATTCO provides an express bus route, the 23 (Plainville/Bristol Ex-

press) as well as paratransit service in town. New Britain Transportation 

manages two local bus routes, the C (Corbin Ave) and PB (Plainville-

Bristol.) The 23 provides direct, nonstop service to Bristol and downtown 

Hartford during peak hours. The C and PB run throughout the day on a 

signal-to-stop principle. The C crosses town east-west directly south of 
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State Route 72; the PB, in contrast, runs to the north of 72 until it reaches 

Route 10 (Farmington Avenue), where it turns north and proceeds to 

Northwest Drive and Route 177 (Unionville/Plainville Avenue.) It follows 

these to its terminus by Tunxis Community College in Farmington. To-

gether, the C and PB cover a large part of town. 82.0% of Plainville by area 

falls in three-quarter mile buffer of either line (the “bus service area.”) 

This corresponds to a 15-minute walk on flat terrain. Since pedestrians 

cannot walk as the crow flies—barriers such as private property and 

streams often block their paths—this overestimates the accessibility of 

bus service in Plainville. To allow for necessary detours, this study instead 

sets a one-half mile buffer as the bus service area. With this change, bus 

coverage of the town drops by one quarter (26.1%), from 82.0% to 60.6%. 

Figure 33 (below) categorizes all land within town limits by its distance to 

bus lines. 

FIGURE 33. BUS SERVICE AREA BY BUFFER 

 

The bus lines by and large hit all the right destinations. The land that lies 

beyond the bus service area is sparsely inhabited and scantly trafficked, 

such as the ridges in the east of town and interior parcels in the west. 

However, the routes in Plainville bypass one critical section (Figure 34, be-

low.) Buses fail to serve the busy, dense, and walkable segment of Route 

10 between Route 72 and the Southington town line. This hole may, in 

part, explain why the mode share public transit has in Plainville is so low. 

Adding service along this corridor could make bus service a viable alter-

native to more residents and workers and boost ridership. 
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FIGURE 34. NON-AUTOMOBILE MOTOR TRANSPORTATION 

 

Though no passenger trains currently operate in town, as the map above 

shows, the basic infrastructure for such service, railroad tracks, does exist. 

At present, a plan to extend train service from Waterbury to Hartford is 

under consideration. This would pass through town and could include a 

station, as shown above, in downtown Plainville. 

Section: Connections  

IHZ relevance: Public transit is available in most, but not all, of town. 

Recommendation: New housing should be located as close to bus routes 

as possible, at most no more than one-half mile away. 

TRANSPORTATION  

Bicycle routes 

There are no bicycle facilities of note in town. (There are minimal provi-

sions on parts of Northwest Drive and Route 10.) It is hoped that this 
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will change as Plainville seeks to earn a “bicycle-friendly” community sta-

tus. It is anticipated that the Plainville-Southington Greenway will run 

north-south through the center of town. When finished, the Greenway 

will allow for commuter, utility, and recreational cycling within Plainville, to 

communities north and south of Plainville, and connections to the Farm-

ington Canal/Valley and the East Coast Greenways. 

Section: Connections  

IHZ relevance: Bicycle routes not relevant but may be in the future. 

Recommendation: Greenway corridors should be preserved. 

Rail 

Two rail lines meet in the middle of town. One runs north-south; the oth-

er, east-west. Figure 34 (above) plots these lines. Both lines are active (in 

freight use) and belong to Pan Am Southern, which also owns a cargo 

train depot at their junction. This depot is located at 70 Neal Court. Track 

removal has truncated the north-south line. At present, it is used for de-

liveries to a handful of local businesses. The east-west line is more opera-

tional and more active. To the west, it runs to Waterbury; to the east, to 

Berlin. Pan Am Southern holds trackage rights from Berlin south to New 

Haven and north well into Massachusetts, as well as from Waterbury to 

Derby. These lines connect thence into the North American rail network. 

Nothing of the passenger tram or rail service that operated in the region, 

including in Plainville proper, remain. There has been talk in recent years, 

however, of restoring commuter rail between Hartford and Waterbury. 

Such service would likely pass through Plainville and may be something to 

keep in mind in long-term planning. 

Section: Connections  

IHZ relevance: Passenger rail not relevant but may be in the future. 

Recommendation: Railroad rights of way should be preserved. 

Roadways and state highways 

Several highways and major roads besides Interstate 84 and State Route 

72 traverse Plainville. East-west routes include State Route 372, North-

west Drive, and Woodford Avenue. North-south routes include State 

Routes 177 and 10 as well as Cooke Street. These roads partition Plain-

ville into a grid and provide relatively good access to most quarters of 

town, with the notable exception of the relatively undeveloped eastern 
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ridges. Thick black lines denote these routes on the maps this report. Fig-

ure 1 (p. 9) depicts most roads in the Town of Plainville. 

Section: Connections  

IHZ relevance: Depends on scale and site of IHZ.  

Recommendation: Can only be made on a per-project basis. 

Aviation 

Plainville hosts a general access airport, Robertson Field (FAA ID# 4B8.) 

The field opened in 1911 and is the oldest airport in Connecticut. It 

boasts a 75 × 3,612-foot paved runway and a thirty foot square helipad. 

One-hundred and ten aircraft are based at the airport: 94% single-engine 

and 6% multi-engine. The airport is currently used for charter flights and 

flight training. For the twelve-months ending July 31, 2006, 59,200 aircraft 

operations, or an average of 162 per day, were recorded at the airport. 

General aviation accounts for most of these (97.1%.) Air taxi (2.8%) and 

military (0.9%) make up the remainder. (GCR & Associates, 2008) The air-

port is located two miles north of downtown, at 62 Johnson Avenue. Fig-

ure 34 (above) shows its position. Robertson Field is privately held (by 

Tomasso Brothers, Inc.), but the town has been exploring its purchase. 

Section: Connections  

IHZ relevance: Airports can generate significant noise and pollution.  

Recommendation: New homes should be sited away from the airport. 

UTILITIES  

Water 

Valley Water Systems, Inc., a regulated, privately owned water company, 

provides metered water service to the town. It draws its water from well 

fields in two local aquifers. The Woodford Avenue field comprises three 

wells adjacent to Hamlin Pond and the headwaters of the Quinnipiac Riv-

er. They pump up to 2.17 million gallons of water per day. The Johnson Av-

enue well field lies near the town’s northern boundary. It consists of two 

wells that pump up to 1.5 million gallons daily. 

These two groundwater resources meet all normal needs including each 

day’s average and peak demands. In the event of an unforeseen supply def-

icit, the company is able to activate a surface water connection to New 

Britain on Trumbull Avenue. 
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Sewers 

Public sewers serve approximately 85% of Plainville. Figure 35 (below) 

shows their paths as of 2003. (Coverage would be slightly greater today.) 

Most residences in town have access to sewers. Residential areas without 

sewers rely on underground septic systems. Parts of town not covered by 

sewers include the rural eastern area, as well as a crescent of land running 

from the border with Farmington through the airport down to Route 72 

and its intersection with 372 in the west. 

FIGURE 35. SEWER NETWORK 

 

 

The sewer system is Plainville is, for all intents and purposes, complete. 

Three-quarters of the area without public sewers are likely to remain so. 

Only minor extensions, if at all, are expected within the next ten years. 

Areas that may gain sewers in the near future include the Honor Height 

and Bonnie Village residential neighborhoods off Route 177, Unionville 

Avenue, a small industrial area along Northwest Drive, and the undevel-

oped land in the northeast corner of town adjacent to Interstate 84. 
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The conveyance component of the system is in need of improvements 

and upgrades. Infiltration and inflow from the system’s aging piping and 

manholes is increasing peak flows during wet periods. Surcharging of the 

system is not currently a problem, but if infiltration and inflow are not ad-

dressed, it may become one. The town has recently upgraded all its pump 

stations. They should be able to operate for the next ten years without 

major upgrades. 

Sewage is treated at the Water Pollution Control Facility on Cronk Road. 

This facility is undergoing major upgrades to replace an aging plant and 

comply with new nitrogen standards. Upon completion in 2009, the 

treatment plant should not need major upgrades for many years (provid-

ed that regulations and permit requirements do not change.) 

Electricity and Gas 

Virtually all areas are accessible by paved road are equipped with electric 

lines. The Western Division of Connecticut Light and Power (CL&P), a 

subsidiary of Northeast Utilities, provides electrical services. Plainville’s 

primary energy provider is the Covanta Bristol power plant, also known 

as the Bristol Resource Recovery Facility, which utilizes trash incineration 

as a renewable energy source. Yankee Gas provides natural gas to some 

parts of Plainville. 

Section: Connections  

IHZ relevance: Public utilities can absorb new demand and hookups.  

Recommendation: Utilities should not hinder new housing creation. To 

keep housing costs to a minimum, new construction 

should only occur where infrastructure already exists.  

Parks and Open Space 
State and municipal open space holdings in Plainville total one-half square 

mile (326.6 acres), or 5.2% of the town’s land area. This is a far cry from 

Connecticut’s aim to preserve 21% of the state as open space by 2023. 

However, Plainville’s diminutiveness and development limit its ability to 

provide open space. 

There are large areas of undeveloped land in the eastern portion of town, 

but these areas are privately owned and therefore not public open space. 

The Metacomet Trail passes through here. Public open space designated 

by the town or state concentrate along and around the Quinnipiac River 
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and its tributary Trout Brook, the Pequabuck Marsh, and the remnants of 

the New Haven-North Hampton Canal. The town’s largest open space 

parcel is Norton Park. It spans two sports fields, including basketball, soc-

cer, and baseball courts and fields, a running track that circles the park, 

and a pool with fountains and waterslides. Paderewski Park is a pondside 

park with sporting and picnic facilities. Tomasso Nature Park is a recrea-

tional area at the end of Granger Lane which encompasses two ponds 

and two observation bridges from which the Pequabuck Marsh may be 

observed. Other named parks in town include Trumbull Park, Quinnipiac 

Park, Hamlin Pond, Northwest Park, and Sunset Rock State Park. 

Plainville established a Land Acquisition Trust Fund and Committee in 

2005 to acquire open space for preservation and passive recreation. As 

the town grows, preservation will become paramount for two reasons. 

Continued development will decrease the amount of remaining open 

space in private hands. At the same time, it will increase the demand for 

open space. If quality of life is to be maintained in Plainville, it is essential 

that sufficient open space is set aside. 
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FIGURE 36. PARKS, SOIL AND WATER, AND SPECIES 

 

Section: Parks  and Open Space  

IHZ relevance: There is a need for additional land preservation. 

Recommendation: New construction should not occur on virgin land. 

Already-developed lands should be redeveloped.  
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ENVIRONMENT 

Habitat and Wildlife 
The length and breadth of settlement in Plainville mean that few parts of 

town remain in a wild state. The most intact ecosystems are to be found 

in the eastern ridges. Thanks to their topography, these have been spared, 

with the exception of quarry operations, major development. Given their 

scenic, recreational, and natural functions, as well as the shortage of open 

space in town, these areas should not be targeted for development but 

instead, insofar as is possible, set aside for preservation. 

There are several sites throughout town that may harbor endangered, 

threatened, or of concern species (Figure 36, above.) Due to the presence 

of these species, as well as other factors (e.g. peripheral location), these 

areas may be inappropriate for development. 
Section: Habitat and Wildlife  

IHZ relevance: Certain parts of town provide important habitat or 

harbor species of concern. 

Recommendation: New construction should not occur in these areas. 

Soils and Farms 
Plainville lies in a floodplain. As a result, much of the town’s soil is fertile. 

The town contains tracts classed as prime farmland and related soils by 

the state. However, residential and industrial development has displaced 

most of the agriculture that once throve. Aside from Zarella Farms in the 

southwest corner of town, no major commercial farms remain. Some 

small family farms exist around the Northwest Drive/Tyler Farms area 

and Cooke Street. 
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Section: Soils and Farms  

IHZ relevance: Commercial agriculture is no longer viable. 

Recommendation: Development need not take farmland preservation or 

agricultural soil suitability into account. 

Hydrology 

SURFACE WATER  

Floodplain and wetland areas dot and stripe Plainville. Figure 36 (p. 54) 

shows these. The most extensive floodplains and wetlands fringe the Peq-

uabuck and Quinnipiac Rivers and their tributaries. Though these present 

constraints to development, many of them, especially in the town center, 

have been developed. There are also some wetland areas in the forested 

northeast corner beyond the ridgeline. The ridgeline itself is composed of 

traprock, which means that ground water above the ridgeline flows over 

these ridges regularly as a part of the hydrologic cycle and into an aquifer 

recharge area at the base of the ridge. Traprock ridges are an important 

part of the local watershed, and any ridgeline development may have an 

impact on runoff and local water quality if appropriate measures are not 

taken. 

Section: Hydrology 

IHZ relevance: Certain areas contain wetlands or are prone to flood.  

Recommendation: Construction should not occur in these areas, with 

the exception of already-developed flood zones that 

are redeveloped in a flood-proof way. 

GROUNDWATER  

Most of Plainville lies within the Pequabuck and Copper Mine Brook 

(Farmington) and Quinnipiac River drainage basins. A portion of land in 

the northeastern region of town flows into the Bass Brook (Park River) 

basin. A similar-sized area in the southeast corner falls within the Willow 

Brook (Mattabesset River) basin. Drainage basins are labeled in white in 

Figure 37 (below.) Plainville’s land conceals five aquifers. The Woodford 

Avenue well field is centered northwest of the 72/84 interchange. The 

Johnson and Well 9 well fields sit on the town line to the north and south, 

respectively. Finally, the Mechanic Street and White’s Bridge Lower well 

fields occupy the northwest corner of town. 

The large extent of aquifers in town has implications for development. 

The Aquifer Protection Act subjects land within the bounds of a protect-
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ed aquifer to more stringent development controls and prohibitions. Ac-

tivities that are regulated under the act include the use of “hazardous ma-

terials such as RCRA hazardous wastes, hazardous substances regulated 

under CERCLA, pesticides, and petroleum products.” Such activities range 

from “manufacturing industries, chemical wholesale storage industries, 

gasoline stations, [and] auto and engine service stations [to] dry clean-

ers… and furniture strippers.” In addition, “[i]nstallation of new under-

ground storage tanks for storage or transmission of oil or petroleum or 

hazardous materials is prohibited, with allowances for replacement of ex-

isting tanks.” (State of Connecticut, 2007) 

FIGURE 37. TOPOGRAPHY AND HYDROLOGY 

 

Features in top-left not labeled due to space constraints. 
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Section: Hydrology 

IHZ relevance: The town is hydrologically complex. Several aquifers 

lie beneath its surface. The ridges in the east also play 

important roles in the local water cycle. 

Recommendation: No development should occur on the ridges. Aquifers 

should not impede simple residences but may trip up 

mixed-use projects. 
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LAND POLICY AND PRACTICE 

Zoning 

TOWN  

Plainville practices conventional zoning, which segregates “land uses” on a 

parcel basis. (This contrasts with approaches such as form-based codes 

that design growth instead of regimenting it and performance zoning, 

which eschews regulation for context-specificity and flexibility.) The town 

recognizes three major land uses: industrial, commercial, and residential. 

Industrial parcels concentrate in the west and center of town, along and 

near the rail lines and airport. Commercial parcels line the major thor-

oughfares, namely Routes 10 and 372 and Whiting Street. Residential lots 

blanket the rest of town, save the quarries and a couple of isolated indus-

trial parcels in the east. Figure 38 (below) maps the zoning code.13 

These zoning categories further divide into three types of commercial, 

four of industrial, and seven of residential. The intra-category differences 

among land use classes are, in many cases, subtle. While some of them do 

make sense (for instance, in the progression from R to R-40 the further 

one gets from the center of town), others do not (the seemingly random 

interspersal of R-R12 zones, or interior parcels that are zoned for higher 

density than the lots with road frontage that abut them.) This suggests 

that zoning in Plainville is more descriptive than normative. That is, the 

code and map serve not as a vision of future growth, but as a record of 

past land use. The result is of this orientation is intricacy that may compli-

cate development without bringing any additional benefits. 

                                            
13 Figure 38 has been altered to simplify interpretation. Parcels of  the same zone class share the same hue. 
They are only distinguished by shading or dotting. Residentially-zoned parcels have been lightened (or dark-
ened) on inversely proportional to their actual permitted density. Thus, for example, a parcel zoned R-40 
(40,000 square foot minimum) is much lighter relative to an R-10 parcel (10,000 square foot) than one 
zoned R-11 (11,000 square foot) is. Plotting the map thus demonstrates that, despite their differences, the 
densities that zones within the same class allow are rather similar. 
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FIGURE 38. CURRENT ZONING 

 

There are ways around this complexity. One is an overlay zone which nei-

ther affects nor is affected by the underlying zone. An IHZ is such a crea-

ture. As such, the specifics of the zoning map and code are by and large ir-

relevant to suitability of land for an IHZ. (They are, however, in a very cir-

cumscribed but pivotal way critical to the eligibility of an IHZ for state in-

centives. This point is discussed later in this section.) 
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Current Provisions 

Before proposing an IHZ, it is necessary to determine if and how the zon-

ing code already provides for comparable housing. At present, Plainville 

only permits the construction of multifamily housing in commercial zones 

and the residential zones R through R12, inclusive (Figure 39, below.) 

FIGURE 39. AREAS ZONED FOR MULTIFAMILY HOUSING 

 

Large swaths of town are zoned for multifamily (and small-lot, single-

family) housing. However, just because an area is zoned for a use, does not 

mean that it is available for that use. Much of the land may be occupied. 

Thus, the question is: how much of this land is available for development? 
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Developable Land 

It is easier to paint on a blank canvas. By the same token, it is easier to 

build on empty land. Before considering redevelopment, one should first 

take a look at undeveloped land. It is worth noting, however, that land is 

not like art supplies in one important regard: it is irregular. Not all land is 

buildable, and in a town as heavily developed as Plainville, much of what 

remains vacant is that way because of development constraints. Thus, Fig-

ure 40 (below) maps all the vacant and developable parcels in town. 
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FIGURE 40. VACANT AND DEVELOPABLE LAND BY ZONE 

 

As the map indicates, the amount of vacant land available for new housing 

varies dramatically by zone. It also differs grossly from Figure 38 (above.) 

Table 7 (below) lists the theoretical build-out limits for residences given 

current zoning and vacant parcels.14 (Redevelopment and infill of already 

developed parcels are not included in these totals.) Of developable land 

currently zoned residential, 92.7% is zoned for large(r)-lot, single-family, 

                                            
14 Calculated by area, assuming regular-sized lots and 25% is required for infrastructure or is unbuildable. 
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detached homes. Multifamily residences, duplexes, or townhouses—

housing that may be more affordable and appropriate to the nontradition-

al households that now make up the majority in Plainville—may only be 

erected on the remaining 7.3%. As a comparison of Figure 38 and Figure 

39 suggests, the situation is even direr for commercial property (which 

may also include residences as mixed use.) A mere 18.4 acres of undevel-

oped commercial property remains in the entire town. This is slim pickings in-

deed! 

TABLE 7. VACANT RESIDENTIAL LAND 

Zone Vacant 
Acres 

Multi-family 
allowed? 

Maximum Lots 
(current zoning) 

R 0 ✔ 0 

R10 1.64 ✔ 5 

R11 58.50 ✔ 173 

R12 13.39 ✔ 36 

R15 49.76  108 

R20 137.93  225 

R40 742.10  606 

Total 1003.32  1153 

While commercial and high-density residential parcels cluster around the 

downtown and along the town’s major thoroughfares, most are occupied. 

The lion’s share of vacant and buildable land, in contrast, lies in the subur-

ban and rural northeastern and southeastern corners of town. As a result, 

while large-lot, single-family residential is plentiful, parcels zoned for small-

lot, single- and multifamily residential are scarce. The former is generally 

inappropriate for the sort of housing envisioned by the IHZ program (as 

it is far from concentrated development, transit lines, and existing infra-

structure), so accordingly scant residential land remains for new develop-

ment. 

In summary, there are few, if no, vacant parcels under the current zoning 

regime where affordable workforce housing may be constructed. If it is to 

be developed in town, it will perforce involve re-development. 

Section: Zoning 

IHZ relevance: Scant vacant land is available for workforce housing. 

Recommendation: New construction should seek to redevelop land.  
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Redevelopable Land 

Since the IHZ can overlay any zone, in theory any parcel in town that 

meets the suitability and eligibility criteria of the program—even those 

zoned industrial—could host and be redeveloped as an IHZ. For example, 

note the big gaps in the middle of town, e.g. between Route 72 and 

Woodford Avenue and between 372 and 72. Much of these are defunct 

industry that, given their central location, might be a good candidate for 

an IHZ and workforce housing. Table 8 (below) gives the specifications for 

zones that may be candidates for IHZ overlay. 

TABLE 8. ZONE SPECIFICATIONS AND IHZ ELIGIBILITY15 

Zone Minimum 
lot area 

Maximum 
height/ 
stories 

 
Units/ 
coverage 

 
Units 
 per acre 

Eligibility: 
Detached 
house 

 
Duplex 

 
Multi- 
family 

R-40 40,000 30/2 1/  1.09 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

R-20 20,000 30/2 1/  2.18 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

R-15 15,000 30/2 1/  2.90 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

R-12 12,000 30/2  3.63 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

R-11 11,000 30/2  3.96 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

R-10 10,000 30/2  4.36 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

R 8,750 30/2  4.98  ✓ ✓ 

GC 4,000-3rm 30/  /50% 5.45 ✽ ✓ ✓ 

GC 3,000-2rm 30/  /50% 7.26 ✽ ✓ ✓ 

GC 2,000-1rm 30/  /50% 10.89 ✽ ✽ ✓ 

CC 4,000-3rm 60/   10.89 ✽ ✽ ✓ 

CC 3,000-2rm 60/   14.52 ✽ ✽ ✓ 

CC 2,000-1rm 60/   21.78 ✽ ✽ ✽ 

GI Housing prohibited under current regulations. ✓ ✓ ✓ 

Minimum lot areas are given in square feet. Heights are given in feet. 

Plainville’s multifamily zoning is restrictive. It demands a minimum lot area 

of 2,000 to 4,000 square feet per dwelling unit. Comparable communities 

typically require only 1,000 to 1,300. Many of them also enjoy livelier 

downtown real estate markets. In addition, parking requirements in town 

are steep. Current regulations obligate developers to provide two and 

one-third parking spaces for an efficiency unit! This greatly increases the 

amount of land necessary for construction without serving any discerna-

                                            
15 The maximum density (“Units per acre”) assumes no constraints, such as wetlands or slopes. The highest 
obtainable density will be lower, sometimes markedly so, in many cases. Abbreviations in the table are as giv-
en in the legend for Figure 31 (above.) Since lot area minimums for residential building vary in commercial 
zones by the number of  bedrooms per unit, bedrooms are given. They are indicated by the suffix xrm, where 
x is the number of  bedrooms. 
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ble real-world purpose (why should a one-person household need more 

than two cars?) and may drive up the cost of housing and discourage re-

development. 

The maximum densities currently permitted by the Town of Plainville 

(“units per acre” in the table above) might lead one to conclude that not 

all zones would qualify for all forms of construction under the Incentive 

Housing Zone. The IHZ program does not only require overlay zones to 

attain at least the minimum densities below It also stipulates that IHZs 

exceed the underlying, existing maximum densities by 25%. A check (✓) 

in the table above denotes combinations of zones and building types 

where both conditions hold. These combinations are eligible for an IHZ.16 

TABLE 9. IHZ DENSITY MINIMUMS 

Housing Style Minimum Density 
(dwelling units per acre) 

Single-family detached 6 

Duplex or townhouse 10 

Multi-family 20 

As it happens, there are complicating factors. Several of Plainville’s zones 

already surpass the minimum densities demanded by the IHZ program for 

one or more building types or fall within one-fifth thereof. A blank or an 

asterisk (✽) indicates these. An IHZ in these zones would represent less 

than a 25% density increase over the status quo and, on the face of it, be 

ineligible for program funding. However, there is a saving grace. The IHZ 

program demands that residential use be permitted by right. None of the-

se zones, save one (R), allow simple residential construction by right. The 

GC and CC zones only permit residential use by special exception or as a 

component of a mixed use development. (That is, residential units may 

only be built above first-floor commercial space.) Therefore, for the pur-

poses of the IHZ program, the maximum permitted residential density of 

the GC and CC zones is zero. By this measure, all commercial zones 

should be eligible for funding under the IHZ statute, provided that the 

IHZ permits single-use residential units by right. (Table 8 asterisks the 

combinations of zones and housing styles where permitting residential 

use by right makes the difference between ineligibility and eligibility.) 

                                            
16 The three columns under the supertitle “Eligibility:” verify the eligibility of  each respective zone under the 
program for the following housing styles: detached, single-family homes (“Detached house,”) duplexes and 
townhouses (“Duplex”) and multifamily residences (“Multi-family.”) 
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This is a critical point. These parcels are often the areas the IHZ program 

would deem most suitable: they sit in an area of concentrated develop-

ment with ample public infrastructure and services (e.g., sewers and 

transit.) Conversely, the areas in town that the IHZ program would con-

sider eligible for workforce housing on a density basis alone are those 

where it would be least suitable: remote greenfields with meager access 

to public goods. In the case of Plainville, there is an implicit contradiction 

between IHZ program’s eligibility and suitability criteria. Nevertheless, as 

the preceding discussion has shown, it should be possible to make the 

program work in town. On a density basis, all residential zones are eligible 

for all forms of IHZ housing styles (except single-family detached in the R 

zone.) Specific combinations of the commercial zones with duplex, town-

house, or multifamily housing are also eligible. If single-use housing is 

permitted by right, all commercial zones will also be eligible for all housing 

styles. Finally, since general industrial does not allow dwellings of any sort, 

is it eligible under the program for all styles of housing. In sum, more or 

less all zones in town are compatible with an IHZ. Thus, to succeed in set-

ting up an IHZ, the strategy going forward should be to identify parcels 

that are suitably situated. 

Section: Zoning 

IHZ relevance: Zoning should not impede the pursuance of an IHZ. 

However, IHZs in the commercial zones must permit 

housing by right if they are to be eligible. 

Recommendation: Suitable parcels should be sought out. 

(The second phase of this Community Profile will do this.) 

STATE  

Land use policy and planning have traditionally been a local prerogative. In 

recent years, however, the State of Connecticut has been seeking to exer-

cise greater authority in this area. Local planning and development should 

not be inconsistent with the state’s policies, as spelled out in its Conser-

vation and Development Policies Plan. Figure 41 (below) shows the state’s 

intent with respect to development in Plainville. Certain areas are target-

ed for conservation, while others are for growth. IHZs are no exception 

to this. They should be in harmony with the state plan. 

Unfortunately, the guidance the state offers for development in Plainville 

seems to be confused and even regressive. It recommends growth in the 

rural, eastern part of town. Though much of this area is active or inactive 
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quarry, this seems patently unwise, despite the highway frontage. Parts of 

this area provide critical ecosystem services and fill open space needs. 

Development here would be difficult to serve and bring uncertain benefits 

at best. Moreover, no regional or rural centers are designated in Plain-

ville.17 This in part mirrors Plainville’s status as a suburb for surrounding 

areas. Yet it overlooks the fact that Plainville is a regional job center and 

has an urban downtown. Finally, the “neighborhood conservation” area 

that covers most of town has two problems: 

1. Plainville is highly developed. “Conserving” these neighborhoods 
will greatly constrain growth. There is nowhere else to build! 

2. It does not espouse any pattern of spatial concentration. Instead, it 
is uniformly shaded (pink.) The map gives no pointers on how to 

develop here. It would be inefficient and context-insensitive to de-

velop everything in exactly the same style, at the same density, 

with the same use. Plainville will have to choose what kind of de-

velopment it wants, not in the neighborhood conservation area as 

a whole, but in each of its neighborhoods one-by-one. 

The state map does a better job of adverting where not to develop. It 

places the environmental preservation and conservation areas (shaded 

green) off-limits for much development. The state has begun to hold mu-

nicipalities accountable for their land use decisions by withholding state 

funding from projects which would conflict with the state plan. If Plainville 

wants state project funding, it must avoid developing this area. In short, 

the state plan is useful for guidance on where not to develop but not on 

where to. 

 

                                            
17 In contrast, the CCRPA’s Plan of  Conservation and Development for the Central Connecticut Region 
does identify “Town Center Enhancement Areas.” The Plainville downtown qualifies as one of  these areas, 
though such a designation does not have any legal effect. 
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FIGURE 41. STATE PLAN AREAS 

 

(State of Connecticut, 2007) 

Section: Zoning 

IHZ relevance: The IHZ must not be inconsistent with the state plan. 

Recommendation: Areas designated for preservation and conservation 

on the state plan should not be developed. 

Land Use 
Land use in Plainville reflects zoning.18 Most of the discrepancies that oc-

cur are the result of properties not being used at all (i.e. vacant) or mu-

nicipal uses not incorporated into the zoning code (e.g., open space and 

institutional) rather than a private nonconforming use. The total area and 

percentage of town occupied by each supposed use (this refers to the use 

                                            
18 Land use is supposed. (It is determined on a parcel basis by existing zoning and any administrative acts, 
such as variances and conditional use permits, that have been granted for a parcel.) 
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ascribed to an entire parcel, rather than the actual land coverage) is 

shown in Figure 42 (below.) 

FIGURE 42. BREAKDOWN OF LAND AREA BY SUPPOSED USE 

 

Residential is the greatest use category by far, at 37.4%. Business uses 

(commercial, industrial, and quarry) follow, with a sum of nearly one-

quarter (23.4%.) The next largest category is transportation. It accounts 

for one in every ten acres. Open space comes in at 7.1% (not including 

bodies of water.) This is higher than the 5.2% reported in Parks and Open 

Space (p. 52) but still falls short of the 21% statewide goal. (The discrep-

ancy in the percentages may owe to the inclusion of “greenway” and 

“ridgeline” land of uncertain conservation status in the land use data.) 

One-fifth of the land in town has no land use. (It is “vacant.”) This may 

present an opportunity for development. However, it should be noted 

that much of this land is vacant because it has building constraints such as 

flood risk and thus is undevelopable. In addition, there may be hidden 

costs to development, such as increased demand for services or loss of 

open space. These may render development in certain as-yet undeveloped 

areas undesirable. 
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FIGURE 43. SUPPOSED LAND USE 

 

Section: Land Use  

Land Cover 
Neither what the zoning code and map permit nor what use is recorded 

correspond exactly to the actual condition, or cover, of the land. The lat-

ter can only be ascertained by visits to the site or via remote sensing, 

such as aerial or satellite photos. Figure 44 (below) classifies actual land 

cover in Plainville.19 The map shows large swaths of forest land: on and 

around the ridges in the east, on the flood plains hemming the Pequabuck 

River in the center of town and the Quinnipiac River in the southeast, 

and, together with grasslands, in industrial and residential land west of 

Route 177 in the southwest corner as well as north of the 72 expressway 

terminus. There are also, as is to be expected in any suburban environ-

ment, numerous patches of fragmented forests and grasslands scattered 

through the developed areas. The latter constitute the largest land cover 

class, though “barren land” is also quite noticeable in various locations 

(the quarries in the east as well as splotches from the Farmington border 

the Bristol border, roughly tracing the course of the Pequabuck River.) 

                                            
19 The data are derived from satellite images. 
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FIGURE 44. LAND COVER 

 

(University of Connecticut, 2006) 

The greatest land cover type by far (45.3%) is developed (Figure 45, be-

low.) One-third (33.1%) of Plainville is forested. This is below the state av-

erage of 57%. 12.6% of town is turf or grassland. Agriculture accounts for 

0.6%. 5.5% consists of wetlands and water. The quarries account for most 

of the barren land (6.9% of the total), though large tracts exist elsewhere. 

Due to the presumed lack of natural resources as well as existing uses 

worth preserving, these may be good targets for development. 
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FIGURE 45. BREAKDOWN OF ACREAGE BY LAND COVER 

 

Section: Land C over 

IHZ relevance: The town’s natural resources are limited but valuable. 

Quantities of underutilized, redevelopable land exist. 

Recommendation: Development should target, in descending priority, 

barren, developed, and turf and grasslands. 

Walkability 
One of the greatest barriers to affordable housing is transportation. In re-

cent years, transportation has come to consume a large share of workers’ 

take-home pay. This leaves less available not only for discretionary pur-

chases and savings but also for basic necessities, such as housing (mort-

gage payments, rent, and maintenance.) One way to make housing more 

affordable is therefore to cut other costs. As transportation is one of the 

largest outlays in most individuals’ budgets, perhaps second only to hous-

ing, it is a natural place to start. 

As Commute Patterns and Connections (p. 21 and 46, respectively) evince, 

the automobile reigns in Plainville. Nearly all workers commute and, it is 

likely, run their errands by car. This bias may in part owe to rational 

choice. Driving is often the most convenient way to get around. However, 

it may also reflect a paucity of alternatives. People do not only drive when 

they want to; they also drive when they have to. If streetscapes are un-

pleasant for pedestrians, people will prefer not to walk. If roads are busy 

and sidewalks absent, people will be afraid to walk. And if destinations are 

far apart, people will not be able to walk. 
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If driving were socially, environmentally, and economically neutral, individ-

uals’ choice, whether of free will or by force, to drive would be irrelevant. 

Unfortunately, driving is none of the three. It is injurious to the communi-

ty, to the planet, and, as Households (p. 13) makes clear, to our pocket-

books. Driving costs dearly. Walking, in contrast, is free. Given how much 

we as a society drive, the potential for savings is huge. If a penny saved is a 

penny earned, every vehicle that a household can replace with walking, 

biking, or transit is equivalent to a pay raise of over $11,000 per year. That 

is a lot of pennies! They could make the difference between having and 

not having a home. Making neighborhoods walkable (or building new 

housing in already walkable neighborhoods) is one of the best ways to 

improve the home affordability. As such, a town-wide analysis of Plainville 

using the Walk Score technique was conducted for this report. Walk 

Score “calculates the walkability of an address by locating nearby stores, 

restaurants, schools, parks, etc.” The technique works by “award[ing] 

points based on the distance to the closest amenity in each category. If 

the closest amenity in a category is within .25 miles (or .4 km), [it] as-

sign[s] the maximum number of points. The number of points declines as 

the distance approaches 1 mile (or 1.6 km)—no points are awarded for 

amenities further than 1 mile. Each category is weighted equally and the 

points are summed and normalized to yield a score from 0–100. [Table 10, 

below, explains the meaning of these scores.] The number of nearby 

amenities is the leading predictor of whether people walk.” In short, Walk 

Score “measures how easy it is to live a car-lite lifestyle.” (FrontSeat, 

2008) 

When it comes to walkability, there are three Plainvilles (Figure 46, be-

low.) One is “very walkable”: compact, with homes, parks, stores, and of-

fices proximate to one another. Another is “car-only” or “car-dependent”: 

sprawled, with few if any destinations within walking distance. These envi-

ronments correspond to the two development styles identified in the sec-

tion Anthropography (p. 9), the downtown and the postwar suburbs. A third 

zone, “somewhat walkable,” interleaves the two and is close enough to 

the first to offer some destinations within foot distance but far enough to 

pose more of a hike than some residents would accept. Figure 46 (below) 

breaks out the number of acres and percentage of Plainville that falls into 

each of these zones. Note that no parts of Plainville—not a single acre—

falls into the class “walkers’ paradise.” 
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TABLE 10. WALK SCORE KEY 

Score/Color Definition 

0-24 Car-dependent (Driving only): No destinations are within walking range. 
You can walk from your house to your car! 

25-49 
 

Car-dependent: Only a few destinations are within easy walking range. 
For most errands, driving or public transportation is a must.  

50-69 
 

Somewhat Walkable: Some stores/amenities are in walking distance, 
but many everyday trips still require a bike, public transportation, or car.  

70-89 
 

Very Walkable: It’s possible to get by without owning a car.  
 

90-100 
(no color) 

Walkers’ Paradise: Most errands can be accomplished on foot, 
and many people get by without owning a car. Not found in Plainville. 

(FrontSeat, 2008) 

FIGURE 46. WALKABILITY ZONES 

 

Figure 47 (below) presents the findings of this analysis as a map. (See Table 

10 for a key.) The main implication from Figure 47 is that the most walka-

ble neighborhoods, and thus those most ripe for workforce housing, fol-

low Route 372 through the middle of town to Route 10 and, to a lesser 

degree, extend down the latter to Southington.20 The area along 372 from 

Whiting Street to Metacomet Road (i.e. between Town Hall and Connect-

icut Commons) represents the most walkable cluster in town and should 

be most appropriate for development. 

                                            
20 Note that much of  the area determined to be walkable may not be, in fact, pedestrian-friendly. Sidewalks, 
crosswalks, and lights may be lacking. However, these are streetscape issues and can be remedied with relative 
ease. (Installing sidewalks is cheap, at least compared to the decades-long costs of, for instance, locating devel-
opment in the wrong spot.) 
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FIGURE 47. WALKABILITY 

 

To maximize affordability, workforce housing should be concentrated at 

least in the zones determined to be at least “somewhat walkable” and ide-

ally in those found to be “very walkable.” To further augment walkability 

and capitalize on ancillary benefits, such as reduced congestion and air 

pollution, increased foot traffic for local businesses, and a revived down-

town and more vibrant community, new construction should mingle plac-

es of residence with places of work, entertainment, and recreation. In 

other words, it should be mixed use. 

Section: Walkability 

IHZ relevance: Neighborhoods vary widely in walkability. 

Recommendation: New construction should focus on walkable areas, to 

give residents more options and to raise walkability.  
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FINDINGS 

Section: Population and Growth 

IHZ relevance: Housing demand will keep growing at a moderate clip. 

Recommendation: New home construction is warranted. 

Section: Households 

IHZ relevance: More new housing units than population growth alone 

would suggest are called for will be needed if 

household sizes continue to slide. 

Recommendation: New home construction is necessary. 

Section: Households 

IHZ relevance: Automobile dependency may be a burden or barrier 

for many in the community. 

Recommendation: New development should be designed to lessen or 

eliminate the need to own and operate a car. 

Section: Economy 

IHZ relevance: The population is graying rapidly. 

Recommendation: More senior-friendly accommodations will be needed, 

from townhouses and “active adult” communities to 

assisted living facilities. 

Section: Economy 

IHZ relevance: Job growth will bring new residents who need homes. 

Recommendation: Housing must be priced to workers’ means. 
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Section: Economy 

IHZ relevance: Basic necessities, above all utilities, are expensive. This 

cuts into residents’ ability to pay for housing. 

Recommendation: New construction should minimize utility costs (i.e., 

adopt energy-efficient design.) 

Section: Economy 

IHZ relevance: Residents and workers spend untold time and money 

driving in circles. This has negative impacts on them as 

individuals as well as on the entire community. 

Recommendation: New homes should be situated close to transit lines 

and places of business (and vice-versa.) 

Section: Demography 

IHZ relevance: A labor shortage looms in the future if new workers 

cannot be recruited and retained. 

Recommendation: Housing should be provided at affordable prices to 

draw and “tie down” employees. 

Section: Demography 

IHZ relevance: The number of disabled residents is large and rising. 

Recommendation: Housing should be provided that persons with limited 

financial and physical ability can afford and access. 

Section: New construction 

IHZ relevance: Housing demand, above all for nontraditional homes, 

exists, but the private market has failed to meet it. 

Recommendation: New construction should be more balanced. It should 

include townhouses and condominiums. 
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Section: Owners 

IHZ relevance: Housing has become very expensive. Demand for 

condominiums in particular has outstripped supply, 

and prices reflect that. 

Recommendation: New housing, especially in the condominium market, 

should be erected to boost supply and temper prices. 

Section: Renters 

IHZ relevance: Rent has become an unbearable burden for many. 

Recommendation: More housing is needed to relieve market pressure, 

lessen rent, and free up earnings for other purposes. 

Section: Institutions 

IHZ relevance: Schools can absorb modest enrollment increases. 

Recommendation: Education should not hinder new housing creation. 

Section: Institutions 

IHZ relevance: Practices can absorb modest patient increases. 

Recommendation: Health care should not hinder new housing creation. 

Section: Institutions 

IHZ relevance: Fire and police can absorb modest client increases. 

Recommendation: Services should not hinder new housing creation. 

Section: Connections 

IHZ relevance: Public transit is available in most, but not all, of town. 

Recommendation: New housing should be located as close to bus routes 

as possible, at most no more than one-half mile away. 

Section: Connections 

IHZ relevance: Bicycle routes not relevant but may be in the future. 

Recommendation: Greenway corridors should be preserved. 
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Section: Connections 

IHZ relevance: Passenger rail not relevant but may be in the future. 

Recommendation: Railroad rights of way should be preserved. 

Section: Connections 

IHZ relevance: Depends on scale and site of IHZ. 

Recommendation: Can only be made on a per-project basis. 

Section: Connections 

IHZ relevance: Airports can generate significant noise and pollution. 

Recommendation: New homes should be sited away from the airport. 

Section: Connections 

IHZ relevance: Public utilities can absorb new demand and hookups. 

Recommendation: Utilities should not hinder new housing creation. To 

keep housing costs to a minimum, new construction 

should only occur where infrastructure already exists. 

Section: Parks and Open Space 

IHZ relevance: There is a need for additional land preservation. 

Recommendation: New construction should not occur on virgin land. 

Already-developed lands should be redeveloped. 

Section: Habitat and Wildlife 

IHZ relevance: Certain parts of town provide important habitat or 

harbor species of concern. 

Recommendation: New construction should not occur in these areas. 

Section: Soils and Farms 

IHZ relevance: Commercial agriculture is no longer viable. 

Recommendation: Development need not take farmland preservation or 

agricultural soil suitability into account. 
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Section: Hydrology 

IHZ relevance: Certain areas contain wetlands or are prone to flood. 

Recommendation: Construction should not occur in these areas, with 

the exception of already-developed flood zones that 

are redeveloped in a flood-proof way. 

Section: Hydrology 

IHZ relevance: The town is hydrologically complex. Several aquifers 

lie beneath its surface. The ridges in the east also play 

important roles in the local water cycle. 

Recommendation: No development should occur on the ridges. Aquifers 

should not impede simple residences but may trip up 

mixed-use projects. 

Section: Zoning 

IHZ relevance: Scant vacant land is available for workforce housing. 

Recommendation: New construction should seek to redevelop land. 

Section: Zoning 

IHZ relevance: Zoning should not impede the pursuance of an IHZ. 

However, IHZs in the commercial zones must permit 

housing by right if they are to be eligible. 

Recommendation: Suitable parcels should be sought out. (The second 

phase of this Community Profile will do this.) 

Section: Zoning 

IHZ relevance: The IHZ must not be inconsistent with the state plan. 

Recommendation: Areas designated for preservation and conservation 

on the state plan should not be developed. 
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Section: Land Use 

Section: Land Cover 

IHZ relevance: The town’s natural resources are limited but valuable. 

Quantities of underutilized, redevelopable land exist. 

Recommendation: Development should target, in descending priority, 

barren, developed, and turf and grasslands. 

Section: Walkability 

IHZ relevance: Neighborhoods vary widely in walkability. 

Recommendation: New construction should focus on walkable areas, to 

give residents more options and to raise walkability. 
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