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HOMEBUILDING IN IPSWICH 2000 – 2021 
 

 
Background and objectives: Housing development in Ipswich is a controversial matter. The Town has 
reviewed the topic and adopted goals and policies in its Community Development Plan (CDP) and Housing 
Production Plan (HPP). These documents do not, however, offer significant analysis of recent building patterns. 
The current study aims to build on previous work, investigating kinds of building, locations, time trends, 
affordability, and effects of policy and other factors over the last two decades. 
 
Methods: This review takes the public electronic records of the Ipswich Assessor as its principal data source. It 
generally follows the approaches of the HPP, with modifications and updates as appropriate for its expanded scope. 
 
Results: Review identified 685 new dwelling units on 264 properties, over half of the units built in 10 large 
development projects. The long-term rate of growth was about 31 units per year. Of the new units, 5% were 
downtown, 58% in rural districts and Great Estates. New construction added 135 units to the Subsidized 
Housing Inventory (SHI), about 90% of these in 3 large developments. There were some dozens of other 
affordable, non-SHI units built. All told, new developments used about 400 acres of land classified by the Assessor 
as undeveloped. At the present time, the Assessor categorizes 550 acres of land as developable or potentially 
developable, nearly all of this in rural districts. 

 
Conclusions: A small number of large developments has accounted for most of the new building in Ipswich. 
Over the long term, the rate of building has been fairly stable. Building has occurred most often in rural areas, 
where there is available land to build on. Growth has included many new affordable units. The principal enabling 
factor in the creation of these has been subsidies, with the role of inclusionary zoning slight. The supply of readily 
developable land is apparently dwindling and is by now largely confined to rural areas. 

 
 

BACKGROUND 
 
 The most common complaints about homebuilding in Ipswich are (1) that there is far too 
much of it, and (2) that there isn't nearly enough. As to future building, opinions are (a) that 
multifamily development is dreadfully incompatible with the character of the town, and (b) that 
multifamily development should be encouraged because it is kinder to the environment and 
surroundings and, by the way, more affordable. 
 
 The Ipswich Community Development Plan (CPP) 1 and associated Housing Production 
Plan (HPP)2 consider the balance between progress and preservation. The Metropolitan Area 
Planning Council (MAPC) creates housing demand projections, including versions for individual 
towns.3 
 
 The CDP is aspirational in character, speaking of providing “a range of housing choices 
to foster a socio-economically diverse community.” It proposes amending “lot size and 
dimensional requirements for neighborhoods that are walkable to Town Center to permit 
contextually-sensitive infill development and allow adaptive reuse of existing houses.” The HPP 
provides an overview of aggregate sociodemographic and housing trends. MAPC has a broad 
view of regional issues and trends, and how those relate to local needs. 
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 All of these studies have concluded that Ipswich has a significant housing shortage, with 
some acknowledgement of the desire to protect local character and the natural environment. 
None of them, however, provides much specific information on recent building patterns. Without 
understanding these, and the forces and barriers involved, it is difficult to gain insights for future 
directions. The present research aims specifically at the following questions:  
 

• What kinds of housing are being built? 
• Where has building occurred? 
• What are the growth trends over time? 
• How affordable are the new homes? 
• Are the growth patterns in line with policy and expectations? 

 
METHODS 

 
 The current study builds on previous work, using publicly available electronic data. The 
principal source is the Ipswich Assessor’s office. That data is prepared for the primary purpose of 
tax billing so has limitations as to information about housing. On the other hand, it is 
continuously maintained, scrupulously accurate for its own purposes, and complete. For 
whatever its limitations, it enables critical research that would not be possible by any other 
means. 
 
 To the extent reasonable and possible, this work by design accepts the Assessor’s data 
without any attempt to correct or adjust it, except for rare glaring and minor errors, such as the 
number “1” keyed in instead of the letter “I” to denote the Intown Residential (IR) zoning 
district. 
 
 The electronic query system provided listings for all properties built between 2000 and 
2021. The units of information were tax bills, rather than properties, so required some 
regrouping for present purposes. In particular, condominium tax bills go to unit owners, who 
however individually own no corresponding land. For present purposes, it is essential to tie the 
housing units to the land they sit on. 

 
 The raw Assessor's data4 lists 674 tax bills for properties built in 2000 through 2021. The 
Ipswich Geographic Information System (GIS)5 provides lot areas. The review process added 18 
lines for condominiums with master deeds but untaxed status. Conversely, it excluded 226 
individual condominium units. There were 27 properties with solely commercial use eliminated. 
Finally, there were 175 tax bills for structures designated as “new” but obviously or by best 
judgment replacements or extensive renovations that did not significantly change the use of what 
previously existed. 
 
 The Town of Ipswich is divided into zoning districts, which are shown in the Assessor's 
data and its online mapping system. The purposed and regulations of these are described in its 
Zoning Bylaw.6 For the high-level and non-technical purposes of this discussion, certain zoning 
districts are generally grouped together: downtown, Central Business (CB) and General Business 
(GB); rural, Rural Residential A (RRA) and Rural Residential B (RRB); highway and commercial, 
Highway Business (HB), Industrial (I), and Planned Commercial (PC). 
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 The model of affordability compares housing expenses to Area Median Income (AMI). 
For consistency, it generally follows the approach and assumptions of the Housing Production 
Plan (HPP).2 Monthly expenses are taken as – 

 
total 

expense = mortgage 
amount + 

private 
mortgage 
insurance 

+ property 
taxes + casualty 

insurance + 
condominium 

fees (if 
applicable) 

 
The model assumes a purchase price equal to the FY 2021 assessment, down payment of 10%, a 
30-year mortgage with a fixed rate of 3.5%, an annual private mortgage insurance (PMI) rate of 
0.75%, homeowner’s insurance annual expense of 0.6% with improvements valued at half the 
total assessment, and monthly condominium fees7 (if applicable) of 0.75% of total assessment. It 
provides comparisons to the 2021 Median Family Income reported by HUD.8 Of course, there 
has been rampant inflation in real estate prices since 2021, so what was affordable two years ago 
may be entirely out of reach at this time. 
 
 The Ipswich Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) is a very visible and well-defined 
component of affordable housing. Information for that discussion comes from an appendix to the 
HPP, used here in conjunction with the Assessor’s data for certain questions. 
 
 The unit of analysis throughout is the property the dwelling units sit on, not the dwelling 
unit itself. This choice was forced because for multifamily structures that are not condominiums, 
there is simply no information available about the details of the individual units. An average for 
all of the units on the property is the best option available. 
 
 Out of a desire for full respect of privacy, this review does not report individual property 
addresses, even when one or two large projects disproportionately affect a particular numeric 
result. 
 
 Analysis used the public-domain R statistical system,9 which is very widely used and 
accepted in the scientific community. Although this analysis does not report statistical coefficients 
in comparisons, it included significance testing in the background to help identify which trends 
and relationships were worthy of attention. 
 

RESULTS 
 
 Analysis covered 264 properties with 685 dwelling units. These are described in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Characteristics of properties  & dwelling units 
  
Number of properties 264 
Dwelling units 685 
Lot & building proportions  (medians) 

Square footage per unit 
Units per acre 

 
10,113 

4.3 
Finished area, square feet (median) 1,813 
Floor area ratio (FAR, median) 0.15 
Bedrooms (median) 2.25 
Assessed value, FY 2022 (median) $453,469 
Included in SHI (units, % of total) 135 (20%) 
Use category (units, % of total) 

Single family 
2 - 8 dwelling units 
Other multifamily (more than 8 units) 
Condominium 

1 - 8 dwelling units 
More than 8 units 

Assisted living 
Mixed use & other 

 
227 (34%) 
15 (2%) 

106 (15%) 
 

51 (7%) 
176 (26%) 
75 (11%) 
35 (5%) 

Zoning (units, % of total) 
Downtown 
In-town residential 
Rural residential 
Highway & commercial 
Great Estates 

 
32 (5%) 

153 (22%) 
342 (50%) 
102 (15%) 
56 (8%) 

 
 It is worthy of note that the geographical distribution shows the greatest number of units 
outside of the downtown district, in adjacent and rural areas. The location data shown in Table 1 
are displayed graphically below. 
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 The number of units built annually averaged 31. There were some spikes in the growth 
pattern as large projects came online, but the cumulative growth appeared more or less steady. 
These patterns are displayed in the figure below. There was no statistically significant change 
over time in the growth rate or various key characteristics of the housing developed. 
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 Table 2 displays selected development characteristics by project size. Larger projects 
tended to have smaller units. The 10 biggest developments accounted for over half of the total 
units built. 
 

Table 2 
Selected development characteristics by project size 

    
 Single family 2 - 8 units > 8 units 

# developments (% of total) 227 (86%) 24 (9%) 13 (5%) 
# units (% of total) 227 (33%) 78 (11%) 380 (55%) 
Finished area per unit (sq. ft.) 3,166 1,701 1,358 
Bedrooms per unit (median) 3 3 2 
Assessed value per unit (FY 2022) $741,600 $434,925 $243,771 
    

 
 The Assessor's data includes designation of some lots as developable or potentially 
developable. This designation is not a precise or rigorous one. Parcels readily migrate from one 
category to another. The data do have face validity and supply background information of 
interest. Prior status is not clear for some lots, so the figures shown in Table 3 should be regarded 
as the minimum numbers for the developable and potentially developable categories. The results 
indicate that about 400 acres of undeveloped land were used for housing construction during this 
period. 
 

Table 3 
Prior Land Use Categories status of new units 

 Units Acres 
Developable 193 (28%) 137 (18%) 
Potentially developable 107 (16%) 130 (17%) 
Non-developable 16 (2%) 19  (3%) 
Previously developed or 
not specified 

369 (54%) 469 (62%) 

Total 685 (100%) 754 (100%) 
 
 
 Table 4 lists the total quantities of developable and potentially developable land in 
Ipswich for FY 2022, after the developments studied here. 
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Table 4 

Developable and potentially 
developable land, FY 2022 

 Developable Potentially 
developable 

 Lots Acres Lots Acres 
Downtown – – – – 
Highway & 
commercial 

1 0.6 – – 

In-town 
residential 

7 4.3 1 0.90 

Rural 38 352.7 13 213.1 
Total 46 357.6 14 214.0 

 
Affordability 
 
 Detailed economic analysis of housing expenditures is beyond the scope of this study. It is 
possible at least to segment the units into affordability groups following commonly used 
modelling methods. The results of this modelling are shown in Table 5. 
 

Table 5 
Affordability of units built 

by Area Median Income (AMI) 
for household (2021 dollars) 

Household income % of AMI Purchase price Units (%) 
up to $36,240 < 30% $150,000 150 (22%) * 
up to $60,400 30-50% $250,000 7 (1%) 
up to $96,640 50-80% $400,000 52 (8%) 
up to $120,800 80-100% $500,000 98 (14%) 
Over $120,800 >  100% – 303 (44%) 
Assisted living † – 75  (11%) 
Total   685 (100%) 
* These 150 units come mainly from larger developments dedicated to affordable 
housing, most of it subsidized. 
† Assisted living expenses include a housing component, which is generally small, and a 
service component, which is variable according to intensity and usually large. 

 
 The most affordable units are in fact disproportionately rented, rather than offered for 
sale, so the comparison of the tiers is somewhat artificial. Still, in a hypothetical perfectly free 
market, monthly housing costs for acquisition would be in equilibrium with monthly rents. 
Putting the two groups on one ruler at least enables an overview and points toward the role of 
subsidies on the low end. 
 
 Information about the state-approved Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI)2 is of some 
interest, especially because it governs the possibility of 40B developments. Matched with the 
Assessor's data, the SHI provides a breakdown of what portion was newly built over two decades. 
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Of the 135 units identified, 118 belonged to three large developments devoted to affordable 
housing by two developers. Table 6 displays the neighborhoods of the new building. 
 

Table 6 
SHI units built 
Area 

(zoning 
districts) 

SHI units 
built 

Downtown 1 
In-town residential 26 
Highway & commercial 57 
Rural 51 
Total 135 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
Time trends 
 
 This study found an average increase in new housing units in Ipswich of 31 per year. This 
is generally consistent with the Housing Production Plan estimate of 30 and the MAPC 
projection of 35.2, 3 Much of the difference could lie in inclusion criteria: for instance, of assisted 
living facilities or nursing homes. 
 
 Homebuilding in Ipswich, as everywhere else, is cyclical, with boom and bust periods. 
Numbers from any short term may be misleading, since they are strongly influenced when one or 
two large projects come online. Conversely, things slowed down with the 2007 subprime 
mortgage crisis and the ensuring Great Recession, as well as during the worst phase of the 
COVID pandemic. Afterwards, growth rose, seemingly reflecting pent-up demand. Over the 
longer term, the cumulative growth in the supply of housing appears fairly steady. 
 
 Overall, there may be a very slight trend down, with a dwindling supply of developable 
land in areas where zoning permits development. 
 
Geography 
 
 Most of the new development occurred in rural areas, very little of it downtown. This is in 
stark contrast to local focus on vibrancy of Town Center and currently permissive zoning there, 
as well as the MBTA Community mandate.10 
 
 The pattern evidently reflects both special circumstances and systemic factors. Great 
Estates and 40B developments are by definition outside of the usual zoning guidelines, and 
unusually large, so a small number of projects has had disproportionate effects. 
 
 At the same time, though zoning allows multifamily development downtown, there are 
many long-term practical barriers to it. The lots are small (median size 8,150 sq. ft., less than 1/5 
acre) and often irregular in shape.5 The area was built out long ago, with structures that may be 
historic, energy systems far from contemporary standards, potentially hazardous materials, 
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problematic parking scenarios, and high land acquisition costs. The visibility of the location lends 
itself to community opposition. 
 
 Conversely, zoning is more restrictive in some other areas of possible interest, especially 
commercial districts. Residential use is not permitted at all in the Industrial (I) district, and 
multifamily is permitted only at a modest level in Highway Business (HB). Less restrictive zoning 
could enable significant housing construction in these areas, especially because they contain good 
amounts of underdeveloped land. 
 
Affordable housing 
 
 Homes for the affluent and secure obviously have a strong presence in the new building. 
 
 The results here also indicate a significant increase in the number of affordable units, 
especially in the least costly segment. Since this group is heavily subsidized, the data point toward 
external funding as probably the greatest enabling factor in its growth. The effects of inclusionary 
zoning, smaller unit size, omission of non-essential amenities, and clustered design are visible, but 
seem to be of smaller magnitude. 
 
 Under inclusionary zoning, Ipswich has required developers of multifamily housing to 
provide 10% affordable units, or to provide a payment in lieu to the Affordable Housing Trust 
Fund. (The percentage was raised in 2021.) The mandate provides that the affordable units meet 
criteria parallel to those for subsidized housing, but not that the units actually be placed in the 
SHI. 
 
 The data shown here suggests that the effects of the policy on the SHI are incremental, 
The large majority of the newly-built SHI units came in projects dedicated specifically to 
affordable housing, built by developers familiar with the subsidized housing world. 
 
Developable land 
 
 The homebuilding discussed here used about 400 acres of undeveloped land, according to 
the Assessor’s classifications. At present, there are some 550 acres of at least potentially 
developable land, almost all of it in rural areas. Although the categorization is a soft one, the 
numbers indicate a finite dwindling supply. 
 
 Going forward, the options for building include two. One, look at under-developed 
parcels and areas. Two, consider whether certain portions of unbuilt rural land might be suitable 
for larger projects, probably in cluster development. Both of these approaches could be enabled 
by policy changes. Current zoning provisions for Great Estates Preservation Districts (GEPD) 
and Open Space Preservation Zoning (OSPZ) already go a considerable way in this second 
direction. 
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Development size 
 
 It is trivial to say that a big development has more housing units than a small one. It is 
more remarkable to observe that the 10 biggest developments supplied more housing that the 
other 254, and that 3 projects have provided about 90% of the new SHI. 
 
 The frequently cited Pareto principle11 states that “for many outcomes, roughly 80% of 
consequences come from 20% of causes.” That observation seems very apt here and suggests a 
focus for future planning and management. 
 

Limitations and future work 
 
 This study is a slice from current Assessor’s data. Information about the history of the 
properties was sparse. There is no data about dwelling units created from conversion of 
commercial space, except for renovations extensive enough to qualify as “new” construction. 
Since the growth rate found here is reasonably close to that of other reports, the issues do not 
appear to be large. 
 
 The findings of this study have various policy implications. In particular, zoning is 
relatively easily modified. Current provisions may be compared to data about their effectiveness, 
and the data examined for suggestions about new directions. Zoning, it must be noted, serves 
only a permissive function: it may allow or disallow development that economic and social forces 
favor, but simply allowing development will not affect what happens if these forces do not wish to 
fit into its plan. 
 
 Ipswich planning for the incoming MBTA Community regulations will offer a forum for 
broad review of Town needs and policies, one of the most significant planning tasks of the 
current decades. 

 
Paul Nordberg 

December 2022 
mail@paulnordberg.net 

http://www.paulnordberg.net 
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