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Transfer of Development Rights

Dept. of  Planning & Development
Plymouth, Massachusetts
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Development 
rights are 
sent from 
one parcel 

and received
for 

additional 
units on 
another
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The 
Concept



Transfer of Development Rights

• In 1981 only 12 jurisdictions had TDR 
programs

• By 2000 over 50 jurisdictions had TDR 
programs

• Montgomery County Maryland has 
protected 40,583 acres with TDRs

• New Jersey Pinelands has protected 19,238 
acres with TDRs

• Groton Massachusetts has protected 292 
acres with TDRs



Outline of 
Plymouth

103 sq. miles



Transfer of Development Rights

• Majority of development is occurring the 
the Rural areas of Plymouth

• Provide an alternative to developing in 
environmentally sensitive areas and areas 
with limited town services   

• Without change Plymouth will be 
forced to provide services to 
development where ever it occurs.

Why the Change?



Developable Land

25,000 Acres 
of 

Developable 
Land



Transfer of Development Rights

• It is not possible for Plymouth to purchase 
and protect all remaining undeveloped 
land

• The potential for some level of 
development exists on most land in 
Plymouth

• TDR is a voluntary program



Transfer of Development Rights

• The Plymouth has adopted a conservative 
approach to TDRs

• The process includes a review of 
successes and refinement of the bylaw

• The Rural Residential TDR Bylaw 
approved by Town Meeting in 2002

• Over the next few years the bylaw will be  
improved and expanded



Transfer of Development Rights

• A single process (need both sending and 
receiving area)

• Only allowed in the rural areas (denser 
development in the villages was 
unacceptable)

• Receiving areas could increase by only 
50%

• A one paragraph bylaw

Original Bylaw



Transfer of Development Rights

• Consolidates existing language into a 
single section

• Allows a two phase process

Certificates are issued

Receiving areas are approved

• Allows development rights “Banking”

• Allows denser development in new 
subdivisions

What’s New?



Transfer of Development Rights

• The 50% cap in existing developments 
remains 

• Creates a site plan review process for 
large (500+ acre with 500’ frontage on 
a Major Street) receiving area

• All other areas or densities greater than 
1 unit per acre requires a special permit

• Bases unit count on land value

What’s New?



The 
Concept



Certificate

The 
Concept



Certificate

The 
Concept



Certificate

The 
Concept



Certificate

Open 
Space

Developed

The 
Concept



DevelopedDeveloped



1,780 acres

412 acres

1,316 acres

61 acres



Transfer of Development Rights

The Trails

• 51 house lots

• 102 acres of open space

•45.6 acres horse farm

•56.4 acres on-site

TDR’s Potential



Transfer of Development Rights

Clark Estates

• 96 house lots

• 20.6 acres of open space 

• 8.5 acres on-site

•12.1 acres off-site

• 7 additional lots

• 1 bonus lot deeded to the homeowners 
association

TDR’s Potential



Transfer of Development Rights

• Take small steps – don’t try to do 
everything at once

• Introduce the concept in the least 
controversial way

– Bonus densities? 

– Designate specific agreed upon 
receiving area

– Limit number of units any area 
can receive

Keys to success 



Transfer of Development Rights

• Keep it simple – Trust the Special Permit 
Process

• Provide certainty for developers

– Allowed densities

– Develop a track record

• Combine with Open Space Bylaws

• Provide exemptions (building caps)

Keys to success 



Transfer of Development Rights

• Work with the development community

– Don’t create the perfect Town
bylaw

– Create a bylaw that makes 
economic sense for the developer

– Focus on something both sides 
can live with

Keys to success 



Transfer of Development Rights

� Planning Board

� Planning Department

� Board of Selectmen

� Advisory & Finance Committee

� Nature Conservancy

� A.D. Makepeace Co. 

� Wildland Trust

� Six Pond Association

This amendment was built by 
consensus and supported by:
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Rural Density Development (RDD) 457 acres
Recreational Development (RD) 34  acres
Open Space Mixed Use Development
(OSMUD) 995 acres
Transfer of Development Rights 122.6 acres
Village Open Space Development 
(VOSD) 9.7 acres
Total  1,618.3 acres
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Transfer of Development Rights

Plymouth Planning Board



Special Permit

• The use is appropriate in the zone and 
specific site 

• Adequate and appropriate facilities will 
be provided 

• No hazard to pedestrians or vehicles

• No nuisance or adverse effect upon the 
neighborhood

Super majority (4 of the 5 Board members) 
required for approval 
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Bundle of 
Land 

Rights


