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Wellesley Today

3

This chapter provides a succinct overview of conditions in 
Wellesley based on information collected from existing 
plans, data, interviews, and initial surveys when the 
Unified Plan project began in fall 2016. Every effort was 

made to find the most recent reliable and consistent data, but in 
some cases data are not available after 2014 or even 2010, depending 
on the topic

A. Accomplishments of the 2007-2017 
Comprehensive Plan Update

The Town of Wellesley has been using planning for nearly 100 years 
to maintain and enhance the town’s quality of life, and the Town 
has a good track record of implementation. The planning process 
for the 2007 Comprehensive Plan Update included a Steering 
Committee and an extensive program of public communication 
and participation. The plan covered all of the required elements of 
a Massachusetts comprehensive plan, but the planning work was 
strategically focused on the most difficult and complex issues facing 
the town. 

These included the impact of tear-downs and mansionization on 
neighborhood character; identification of development opportunities 
to diversify housing types and provide affordable housing; continued 
preservation of village commercial districts; preservation of open 
space; and improved management of traffic and parking. The plan 
identified three potential sites for redevelopment and nine mixed-
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use development scenarios; laid out a detailed affordable 
housing plan; and included an inventory of open space. 

In many respects the Town did a good job in 
implementing the 2007 Plan. The Town completed 
or continued ongoing projects included in the plan. 
Successful implementation is particularly evident in the 
categories of natural resources and open space, public 
facilities and services, and transportation. Under the 
categories of housing and residential character, and 
economic development, there were some important 
implementation efforts, but other recommended actions 
were not studied or undertaken. Recommendations 
to clarify zoning, design standards, and other land use 
regulations, as well as initiatives to make it easier to 
navigate the regulations, were generally not addressed.

HIGHLIGHTS OF IMPLEMENTATION

Housing and Residential Character. The Town took 
some action on seven out of seventeen recommended 
implementation actions, such as the establishment 
of Large House Review, authorizing Neighborhood 
Conservation Districts (NCDs) and establishing one 
NCD, authorizing local historic preservation status for 
single buildings, adding some affordable housing units 
to the town’s inventory, and approving multifamily 
housing in certain areas such as the Grossman’s site 
(Waterstone). The Town’s adoption of inclusionary 
zoning in 2005 and the Community Preservation Act has 
resulted in incremental increases in affordable housing. 
Although the Town did not adopt an Affordable Housing 
Production Plan, over the course of the last ten years, the 
affordable housing inventory as defined under the State’s 
Chapter 40B Comprehensive Permit Law has risen from 
4.6% of housing units to 6.2%.

Economic Development. For most people who live 
in Wellesley, “economic development” means that the 
town’s commercial villages have successful and useful 
retail and other small businesses. Most residents do 
not think about the office park located off I-95 as part 
of Wellesley’s economic and commercial tax base. 
Implementation included a study of the Natick Line 
commercial area and a cost-benefit study of a split 
(commercial-residential) tax rate. After the study, the 
Board of Selectmen decided not to establish a split rate. 
During the recession, residents became concerned 

about empty storefronts in Wellesley Square and a 
committee was formed, but the end of the recession 
attracted new businesses. Other economic development 
recommendations were not implemented, such as: 
improved communications with the business and 
institutional community, targeted recruitment of 
businesses to serve residents, or actions to promote 
redevelopment and modernization of the Wellesley 
office parks.

Land Use. Some land use actions were implemented 
under other plan elements, such as Housing or Natural 
and Cultural Resources. The one major goal in the land 
use element focused on strengthening zoning regulations 
and design guidelines and their enforcement. The plan 
recommended five zoning actions to clarify language and 
provide more flexibility, including a recommendation 
to recodify the Zoning Bylaw within ten years, none of 
which were implemented. A recodification project was 
begun but never completed. The plan also recommended 
that informational materials be created about the land 
use system to inform residents and others about land use 
issues and permitting procedures in Wellesley, and that 
this information be made widely available on the web 
site, in Town offices, and so on. Except for Design Review 
Board documents, these recommendations were not 
implemented.

Natural and Cultural Resources. The 2007 Plan 
provided information, analysis, and recommendations to 
help advance the preparation of an updated Open Space 
and Recreation Plan, which was completed in 2015. 
The Town implemented many actions recommended 
in the Natural and Cultural Resources element, which 
included many long-term initiatives in progress. 
Natural resources accomplishments include: review 
of stormwater and watershed-protection regulations; 
continued implementation of pond restoration and the 
Morses Pond management program; implementation 
of the Fuller Brook Park Restoration Master Plan; 
and development of a public shade tree inventory and 
an annual tree-planting program. Cultural resources 
accomplishments included: completion of the historic 
property inventory from the 1990s; enabling single-
property historic districts; passage of the Neighborhood 
Conservation district bylaw.
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Open Space and Recreation. As was the case with 
other elements, CPA funding supported some of the 
Open Space and Recreation actions implemented by 
the Town. Implementation actions included: expansion 
of the trail system.; permanent protection of park and 
conservation land with conservation restriction or 
zoning; mandatory cluster zoning (Natural Resources 
Protection Zoning) for remaining private open space; 
implementation of the playing field and playground 
improvements capital plan; state approval of the Open 
Space and Recreation Plan; and identification of a 
potential aquatic facility project.

Transportation and Circulation. Improving 
traffic flow and mitigating congestion, better parking 
options in the commercial villages, and offering more 
transportation alternatives were the focus of this 
element. Implementation included: creation of advisory 
groups or committees to look at transit and intersection 
improvements; updated traffic signals to optimize traffic 
flow; participation in regional transportation groups; 
addition of MWRTA bus service to Wellesley; sidewalk 
improvements.

Public Facilities and Services. The plan focused 
on catching up with deferred maintenance on Town 
facilities and creating new systems to keep the Town’s 
facilities in good conditions. Accomplishments included: 
school renovations; construction of a new High School; 
updating of the main library; creation of the Facilities 
Management Department (FMD) and incorporation 
of asset management systems by FMD and DPW; new 
Public Works building and Municipal Light Plant; 
continued rehabilitation of the sewer system and lift 
stations.
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B. Wellesley at a Glance

Wellesley at a Glance
• Wellesley’s population in 2016 was estimated at 

28,940, including approximately 4,000 people living in 
group quarters like dormitories.

• Wellesley has grown slightly since 1990 but the 
population has remained relatively stable since the 
1960s. 

• 86% of Wellesley residents have at least a bachelor’s 
or associate’s degree, the highest rate in the country.

• Wellesley had the fourth-highest median income 
in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts in 2014, 
according to the U.S. Census. 
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Source: U.S. Census, ESRI Business Analyst, MAPC 

 POPULATION TRENDS IN WELLESLEY

TYPE
(Percentages do not add to 100% because not all categories are listed.)

% OF TOTAL 
HOUSEHOLDS

Family households (related by blood, marriage, adoption) 77%

Households with children under 18 44%

Households without children under 18 56%

Single person living alone 22%
Source: U.S. Census 2010-2014 ACS

 HOUSEHOLD TYPES

MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME

Weston  $201,200 

Dover  $176,250 

Sudbury  $169,505 

Wellesley  $159,615 

Carlisle  $157,500 
Source: U.S. Census, 2010–2014 American Community Survey

	HIGHEST MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME  
IN MASSACHUSETTS, BY TOWN, 2014

 POPULATION BY RACE/ETHNICITY

White Asian Hispanic or Latino

Two or More Races Black or African American Some Other Race

White | 85%

Hispanic or 
Latino of any 
race | 3%

Source: U.S. Census, 2016

Asian | 9%

Two or more races | 9%
Other | 3%

Black | 2%
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Our home, environment and health

Housing
• There were 9,189 housing units in Wellesley 

according to the 2010 U.S. Census. Town data show 
a decline in the number of total units to 9,079, due to 
replacement of small multi-unit buildings with single-
family homes.

• Most Wellesley residents live in single-family houses 
and 77% of Wellesley houses are owner-occupied.

• 76% of Wellesley residents moved into their home 
after 2000.

• The median sales price of single-family houses in 
Wellesley has increased over the past 10 years, from 
$976,500 in 2006 to $1,252,500 in 2016.  

• According to 2014 data, nearly one-quarter of 
Wellesley homeowners and one-third of renters pay 
more than 30% of their income for housing costs. 

• The median tax bill for single-family houses is approxi-
mately $12,000, while the average tax bill is about $14,000.

• The number of residential demolition permits in 2015 
was 95; in 2016, 85; and in 2017, 57. 

Natural, Cultural, and 
Recreational Resources
• Wellesley has 6 streams, 14 wetland systems, 2 large 

ponds, and 10 small ponds. 
• 33% of Wellesley is undeveloped.
• Approximately 1,000 acres (about 15% of the Town’s 

land area have some kind of protection against 
development. 

 UNDEVELOPED LAND

• The Town has a total of 43 miles of trails of which 26 
miles are marked with directional medallions.

• The Town offers around 1,000 recreation programs 
each year. The Recreation Department generates 
more revenue from program fees than it spends on 
program expenses.

• Wellesley has 3 National Register Historic Districts 
(2 of which are aqueducts), 7 individual properties 
listed on the National Register, 4 local Single-Building 
Historic Districts and 1 Local Historic District.

SINGLE DETACHED HOUSE
80%

10+ UNITS
9%

3 TO 9 UNITS
6%

SINGLE  
ATTACHED 
HOME
3%

DUPLEX
2%

 HOUSING BY UNITS IN STRUCTURE

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010-2014 American Community Survey

Public Health
• Wellesley performs better on key indicators of health 

than the state, Norfolk and Middlesex counties, as 
well as comparable communities.

• Health issues of concern in Wellesley are social 
isolation, particularly for elderly people who live 
alone, and stress and mental health issues for teenage 
youth.

Photo of Morses Pond by Suzy Littlefield

PROTECTION

 33% Private–unprotected

 14% Municipal–other protection

 25% Municipal–Article 97

 4% State/federal–Article 97

 7% State/federal–Other

 17% Private–temporary 

Source: Town of Wellesley, Natural Resources 
Commission

 MEDIAN SALES PRICE BY YEAR

Source: The Warren Group
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Where we work and how we get around

Economic Development
• Wellesley is an employment center, with 16,710 jobs 

in town in 2016 according to the Massachusetts 
Executive Office of Labor and Workforce 
Development.

• Employed Wellesley residents tend to work in 
knowledge-worker positions in education, health care, 
professional services, finance and management. 

	TOP SIX EMPLOYERS
BUSINESS NATURE OF BUSINESS EMPLOYEES

Town of Wellesley Government 1,232*

Sun Life Assurance Insurance 1,158

Wellesley College Higher education 1,100

Babson College Higher education 975

Harvard Pilgrim Health Care Insurance 398

Harvard Vanguard Medical Associates Healthcare 352

Total 5,215
Source: Town of Wellesley, Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and Workforce 
Development, Wellesley local employers
* Including 804 employees of Wellesley Public Schools

Transportation
• Two-thirds of Wellesley working residents drive 

to work, mostly alone. Almost 10% take public 
transportation, 13% walk to work, and less than 1% 
bike to work. Nearly 10% work at home.

• Route 9 and Washington Street are the busiest 
corridors, with over 50,000 daily trips near the I-95 
intersection. 

• Wellesley has one marked bicycle lane on a limited 
segment of Washington Street.

• According to 2014 estimates, there are approximately 
1.9 vehicles per household (or around 16,000 cars) in 
Wellesley.

• There are 3 MBTA commuter rail stations in 
Wellesley; two MWRTA bus lines  serve the town.

• An estimated 45% of Wellesley residents work in 
Wellesley, while 21% commute to Boston

• Nearly one-third of the people who work in Wellesley 
also live there.

 HOW RESIDENTS GET TO WORK

Wellesley’s Commercial Centers
Wellesley has 
three traditional 
commercial villages: 
• Wellesley Square
• Wellesley Hills 
• Lower Falls
• In addition, Linden 

Square and the 
Fells area on 
Weston Road offer 
shopping, and the 
Worcester Street/
Cedar Street 
area offers some 
consumer services 
and businesses.

 66.4% Car, truck, or van

  9.4% Public transportation 
(excluding taxicab)

  13.1% Walking

  0.6% Bicycle

  1.0% Taxicab, motorcycle, or 
other means

  9.6% Work at home

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010-2014 
American Community Survey

 WHERE RESIDENTS WORK

 45% Wellesley

  21% Boston

  6% Cambridge

  5% Newton

  3% Needham

  2% Waltham

  2% Framingham

  2% Brookline

  14% Other

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006-2010 
American Community Survey
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Our public services and Town government

Schools and Libraries
• Wellesley has 10 public schools (seven elementary, 

one middle school, one high school, and a pre-school) 
and enrolls approximately 5,000 students each year. 

• There are six private elementary, middle and/or high 
schools in Wellesley with a total enrollment of 1,166 
students, the largest of which is Dana Hall School. 

• The Wellesley Free Library is open seven days a week, 
and 17,452 residents have library cards.

What infrastructure is the Town 
focusing on now?
• The Facilities Management Department has resolved 

deferred-maintenance issues and is now developing a 
comprehensive maintenance/replacement program, 
as well as working on new projects.

• The Town is preparing to update and upgrade its 
stormwater management policies and activities. DPW 
is beginning to implement green infrastructure, such 
as bioswales and permeable pavement.

• The town has an effective recycling program.

What future projects are  
on the agenda?
• Potential renovation, consolidation or new 

construction to serve students in the Hardy, 
Hunnewell and Upham (HHU) Elementary Schools. 

• 900 Worcester Street aquatic and ice rink facility.
• “North 40” land uses.
• Town Hall projects including restoring the building 

envelope and a visioning and space-utilization study.

Town of Wellesley, Massachusetts                             9                   Comprehensive Annual Financial Report 
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Town Government
• Wellesley has a very democratic, participatory 

government system led by citizen volunteers.
• The Town is generally well run with highly 

professional staff.
• There are 58 entities on the Wellesley Town 

Government organizational chart (shown below) and 
42 line items in the town budget.

• Typically, 18% of the registered voters in Wellesley 
(approximately 3,000 out of 16,000 people) participate 
in the March annual town elections.

• There is no one entity, office, or person with overall 
accountability for performance. 

• The authority to make major decisions rests with 
Town Meeting Members and Town Boards. 
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C. Understanding Wellesley Today
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