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By M.E. Jones
Correspondent

DEVENS >> MassDevel-
opment, the quasi-state 
agency in charge of De-
vens, has unsuccessfully 
tried three times to re-
zone historic Vicksburg 
Square and a fourth bid 
to do so, in 2020, stalled 
early on, derailing plans 
to repurpose the area for 
commercial and residen-
tial uses and save its once 
fine old brick buildings, 
now vacant and deterio-
rating.

So far, there has been 
no apparent attempt to 
try again.

Now, MassDevelop-
ment seems to be re-fo-
cusing on its original 
mission: business devel-
opment.

As with the earlier 
tries, the last attempt to 
rezone Vicksburg Square 
would have culminated 
with super town meet-
ings, held simultaneously 
in the host towns of Ayer, 
Harvard and Shirley, with 
approval required from 
all three towns, per the 
protocols set out in the 
Devens Reuse Plan and 
its enabling state legisla-
tion, Chapter 498.

The towns have his-
toric boundaries within 
the 4,000-acre enclave 
that became part of the 
former military base, 
which closed in 1996.

Specifically, MassDe-
velopment wants to lift 
the 8.5-million-square 
foot commercial develop-
ment cap baked into De-
vens bylaws, it’s stated 
aim being to remove a 
roadblock that could end 
a success story too soon.

That was basically the 
case Devens Enterprise 
Commission represen-
tatives made to Shirley, 
Ayer and Harvard select 
boards earlier this sum-
mer, seeking their back-

ing for a request to state 
lawmakers to amend 
Chapter 498 and change 
the targeted bylaw, by-
passing the super town 
meeting process.

A separate entity from 
MassDevelopment, DEC 
is the one-stop permit au-
thority for Devens, with 
locally appointed mem-
bers from each host town 
and the Devens commu-
nity, plus members ap-
pointed by the governor.

All three select boards 
have voted to back the 
move and sent letters of 
support to the state Leg-
islature. Ayer and Shirley 
boards did so uncondi-
tionally, while Harvard’s 
nod came with condi-
tions.

According to the DEC 
representatives — Direc-
tor Peter Lowitt, Chair-
man Bill Marshall and 
Environmental Planner 
Neil Angus — who made 
their pitch to the boards 
earlier this summer, De-
vens’ commercial growth 
may reach the 8.5 million 
square foot limit by the 
end of this year or early 
in 2023.

Absent the requested 
bylaw change, future re-
development of areas that 
needed remediation, such 
as Salerno Circle, Shirley 
Village Growth and the 
North Post could be jeop-
ardized, Lowitt said.

Besides, the 8.5 mil-
lion-square-foot num-
ber was “arbitrary” to 
begin with, he said, cit-
ing a 2008 Massachu-
setts Environmental Pol-
icy Act decision that al-
lowed a Devens business 
— Bristol-Myers Squibb 
— to extend its building 
height beyond the previ-
ously set limit.

But the MEPA ruling 
didn’t apply to others, go-
ing forward.
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“Nobody changed the 
bylaws … it takes all three 
towns to do that,” Lowitt 
said.

A joint effort by stake-
holders that was endorsed 
by Ayer, Harvard and Shir-
ley voters, the Devens Re-
use Plan laid out param-
eters for Devens redevel-
opment and created its 
bylaws. Codified in state 
law, the bylaws can only 
be changed via super town 
meeting, with unanimous 
results.

But Lowitt said there’s 
another way. The state Leg-
islature can amend Chap-
ter 498, he said, with back-
ing from all three select 

boards.
The DEC presentation 

— posted on its website — 
paints a picture of Devens 
as an eco-conscious, eco-
nomic driver for the area 
and a model for low-impact, 
sustainable growth. By lim-
iting growth, the cap jeop-
ardizes that scenario.

Growth will still be care-
fully planned, however. 
With a rigorous set of rules 
that businesses coming to 
Devens or looking to ex-
pand there are subject to, 
DEC’s regulatory roster in-
corporates “green” building 
practices and eco-friendly 
landscaping.

There’s also a master 
plan that includes linking 
new building projects into 
a network of trails, creating 
contiguous walking paths 
wherever possible. In ad-

dition, the community — 
which also encompasses 
282 residential homes — of-
fers protected open space, 
recreation areas and bus 
service for workers.

DEC’s proposal was met 
with no resistance from 
the Shirley Select Board, 
which after a few questions 
and brief discussion voted 
unanimously to send a let-
ter of support to the state 
Legislature.

DEC representatives met 
with some friendly fire, 
however, when they vis-
ited the Ayer Select Board, 
along with MassDevelop-
ment’s President and CEO 
Dan Rivera, who attended 
the meeting virtually.

“What’s the rush?” asked 
Ayer Select Board Chair 
Jannice Livingston.

Citing a recent spike in 
business activity, Lowitt 
said Devens would soon 
reach the 8.5 million-
square-foot limit. “We’re 
at 7.44 million … now,” he 
said, with another 680,000 
square feet earmarked for 
development.

In addition to DEC over-
sight, Angus, the environ-
mental planner, under-
scored “regional benefits” 
Devens provides.

“We’ve integrated pat-
terns and reused existing 
infrastructure …” among 
other things, he said. DEC’s 
website notes 2,100 acres of 
open space and recreation 
land.

Lowitt cited 6,000 jobs 
created on MassDevelop-
ment’s watch. He also men-
tioned the Eco-Efficiency 
Center that brings De-
vens’ businesses together 
and fosters partnerships 
with others throughout the 
area and touted results of 
a third-party certification 
process that netted Devens 
a 4-star rating for sustain-
ability, “one of only 70 in 
the world to get it,” he said.

He also pointed out that 
DEC holds several conser-
vation restrictions in the 
Ayer part of Devens that 
would revert to that town 
if the current Devens model 
“goes away.” He added that 
people from Ayer, Harvard 
and Shirley work at Devens, 
and that this proposal “all 
but guarantees” those jobs 
will last.

As far as land use goes, 
“we do a parcel by parcel 
analysis every five years” 
that is posted on the DEC 
website, Lowitt said. “We’re 
happy to provide (more) in-
formation…as requested.”

Livingston also had a 
bone to pick with Rivera. 
The Devens Jurisdiction 
Committee, on which she 
serves, has invited Mass-
Development to the table 
several times, with no re-
sponse, she said. The advi-
sory group is tasked with 
discussing scenarios for 
Devens future after Mass-
Development decamps. She 
invited Rivera to the next 
meeting.

“It’s very important,” she 
said.

Rivera promised to be 
there. Explaining why the 

agency has not been more 
involved in the disposition 
process thus far, he cited 
other irons in the fire per-
taining to Devens, from a 
collapsed bridge to educa-
tion money.

“We have some work to 
do,” he said.

But Livingston persisted.
“We haven’t heard from 

you until tonight,” she said. 
When it comes to commu-
nication, “you’re not a very 
good neighbor … we’re be-
ing ignored.”

Select Board Member 
Scott Houde asked: “Does 
this impact the (residential) 
housing cap, too?”

The answer was no. “This 
is (about the) commercial 
cap only,” Lowitt said.

According to Lowitt, 
state Sen. Jamie Eldridge, 
D-Acton, has said the Leg-
islature is prepared to act 
on the request as soon as all 
three towns sign off.

Without further discus-
sion, the Ayer Select Board 
voted to support the re-
quest.

At its July 19 meeting, 
the Harvard Select Board 
also agreed to back DEC’s 
request, but with caveats.

According to prelimi-
nary meeting notes pro-
vided by Assistant Town 
Administrator Marie So-
balvarro, conditions the 
board attached to its en-
dorsement, are as follows:

First: Raise but do not re-
move the development cap, 
resetting it to 12 million 
square feet.

Second: No future bylaw 
revisions to be forwarded 
outside the super town 
meeting process, as defined 
in Chapter 498.

Finally, Harvard wants 
MassDevelopment to sup-
port Eldridge in request-
ing that MassDevelopment 
pay for a consultant to help 
guide jurisdiction discus-
sions. A similar request 
was rejected by MassDe-
velopment’s Executive Vice 
President for Devens Jes-
sica Strunkin last year.

Responding to a report-
er’s recent email, Lowitt 
said those issues were be-
ing addressed.

“Senator Eldridge is 
working on either amend-
ing the language or hav-
ing MassDevelopment en-
ter into an MOU, (Memo-
randum of Understanding) 
agreeing not to exceed 12 
million square feet” of com-
mercial development, he 
wrote. “And to codify that 
Dan Rivera will meet with 
Harvard in August, 2022. 
“ And finally, “to support 
Sen. James Eldridge” in re-
questing that Mass Devel-
opment fund a consultant 
to assist the Jurisdiction 
Committee.

Lowitt provided an up-
date in an Aug. 23 email. 
“Senator Eldridge drafted 
legislation and it was rolled 
into the Economic Devel-
opment Bond Bill, but it’s 
stuck in limbo at the mo-
ment,” he wrote, adding 
that Eldridge expects it to 
move forward in Septem-
ber.
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