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For more than three years, warning signs have been flashing across Truro and the Outer Cape. 
In July 2023, I wrote that the region was moving forward with housing development at a pace that 
was uncoordinated, excessive, and largely unassessed and importantly, without a comprehensive 
regional plan reflecting Truro’s proportionate part—and such fragmentation carried serious risks. 

Since then, many in the community have responded to the issues raised then and as they have 
evolved since. This letter incorporates their thinking and suggestions—so I can only claim to 
submit this letter, not to be its sole author. 

The warnings I flagged in 2023 have largely gone unheeded. Development initiatives have 
accelerated across the Outer Cape, with a growing list of projects scheduled to come online in 
2026 or already under development. Each town has largely pursued its own course, responding 
to state pressure and regional housing demand. The result has been action—but not coordination. 

Today, the debate is no longer about whether housing is needed in Truro, but about at what scale. 
The larger discussion can—and will—continue at the national, state, county, and local levels. 
Now, the key question is how much responsibility—and impact—a small town like Truro should 
shoulder for a housing crisis that is far larger beyond our borders. 

What can no longer be reasonably disputed is this: Truro has reached its carrying capacity in 
two fundamental systems that shape daily life here—the environment and the local economy. 
These systems are affected by housing, but they are not about housing. They are about what 
happens when growth continues without regard to limits.  

What Is “Carrying Capacity”? 

The concept of carrying capacity comes from population science and ecology. It refers to the 
maximum size of a population—or level of activity—that an environment can support indefinitely 
without degrading the resources on which it depends. In nature, populations that exceed carrying 
capacity eventually stabilize—or collapse. 

Over time, the concept has been applied far beyond ecology. Economies, healthcare systems, 
infrastructure, municipalities, business sectors, and more all have carrying capacities. These 
limits are shaped not only by physical resources, but by labor, energy, money, and institutional 
resilience. Carrying capacity is layered, but it is also basic: if a house foundation fails, the house 
falls. Simply put: no system can grow forever without negative consequences. 

One of the clearest modern examples of carrying capacity failure was something we all 
experienced: the COVID-19 pandemic. Initially a health crisis, hospitals fast ran out of beds and 
staff. Then other systems faltered. Schools, supply chains, and public services were 
overwhelmed. Small businesses collapsed, requiring massive federal intervention to prevent 
systemic failure. Even after the immediate crisis passed, long-term damage remained: burnout, 
workforce loss, degraded capacity, and higher costs. Public health responses proved to be the 
tip of the iceberg. Efforts to manage carrying capacity—to flatten demand—worked for a time. 
And since then, chronic overshoot left lasting scars. 

Some will say COVID-19 exaggerates the scale of overshooting capacity Truro faces now. True, 
but the functioning of systems is the same and the lesson is clear: chronic overshoot degrades 
current performance and future capacity to handle crises, surprises and new needs. 



Environmental Limits Already Breached 

In Truro, the most obvious evidence of carrying capacity overshoot appears in the environment—
specifically water and wastewater. 

The Town’s Comprehensive Wastewater Management Program (CWMP), now under 
development, requires Truro to reduce nitrogen and nitrate levels in local waters by 25 percent. 
This mandate is not optional. While there are multiple technical approaches to achieving this 
reduction, increased population or density are not part of any solution. In fact, the requirement 
itself is a clear indicator that Truro is now already beyond carrying capacity. 

The message of CWMP is unmistakable: demand must decrease, not increase. 

Water supply provides another warning. The escalating conflict between Truro and Provincetown 
over withdrawals from the Pamet Lens aquifer illustrates the pressure on shared resources. 
Provincetown has lacked its own water supply for nearly 70 years and now seeks increased 
access to Truro’s water to support expanded housing. Truro, meanwhile, plans to increase its 
own population and density through proposed overlay districts, including at Walsh. 

Multiple experts have warned that large-scale development—regardless of where it occurs—will 
inevitably degrade the Pamet Lens aquifer. Truro’s reliance on wastewater “recharge,” sometimes 
described as “toilet to tap,” further compounds the risk. Water qua lity loss is not hypothetical; it 
has arrived according to the CWMP. 

These are the clearest environmental signals that Truro has exceeded its carrying capacity. It is 
not the only system in danger, but it is the most urgent. 

Economic Stress Signals Are Flashing Red 

The same pattern of overshoot is evident in Truro’s finances. 

According to Town and State records, over the past two decades, Truro’s operating budget has 
nearly tripled—from approximately $10 million in FY2003 to nearly $30 million in FY2024. 
Notably, the pace of growth has accelerated. It took 15 years to add the first $10 million. It took 
just five years to add the next $10 million. Accordingly, Truro’s five-year average annual budget 
growth rate (compounded) now stands at 6.5% — more than double Prop 2½ limits. 

Property taxes tell a similar story. From FY2000 to FY2025, the average annual property tax bill 
rose from about $2,000 to $7,600, an increase of nearly 400 percent. 

Debt levels have climbed even more sharply. In 2021, Truro carried total debt of $1.175 million 
approximately. By FY2024, that figure had increased by 742 percent, nearly a 7.5-fold jump in 
just three years, according to the MA Dept of Local Services (DLS). 

Perhaps the most concerning indicator is the Town’s Debt Service Ratio (DSR)—the percentage 
of the operating budget devoted to paying debt. It is a leading, underappreciated indicator of 
Truro’s fiscal health. In 2021,Truro’s DSR stood at just 2.67% percent according to DLS. Today, 
based on voter-approved appropriations it poised to more than double at 5.5 percent. This places 
Truro slightly above the upper range considered safe and acceptable by the Collins Center for 
Public Management. 

At 10 percent, debt service becomes a fiscal red flag, affecting bond ratings, borrowing costs, 
long-term fiscal stability, and the ability to respond to emergencies. If Truro voters fund the DPW 
at the proposed budget ($33 million) Truro will have the dubious honor of having the second 
highest DSR of the 351 municipalities in MA, moving from 249th position in 2021. 



Little Room Left to Borrow - or Spend 

As of this year, Truro has already borrowed or approved approximately $26.6 million in debt. The 
Town will reach a 10% DSR at roughly $44 million in total debt—just another $17 million away. 

That threshold will be crossed if voters approve a new DPW project at anything above $17 million. 
Yet $16 million more—$33M—will be requested. Even if the DPW is limited to $17 million, Truro 
has no defensible capacity for additional borrowing for the next two decades. 

Meanwhile, the Town’s latest Capital Improvement Plan includes $66 million in projects currently 
in the queue (including the DPW). This figure does not include an estimated $25 to 50 million 
required for CWMP nitrogen reduction nor any costs related to Walsh, Truro Motor Inn or other 
development-related borrowing. 

Truro does not have unlimited borrowing capacity. Nor do taxpayers have unlimited spending 
capacity—despite the fact that more than 80 percent of property taxes are paid by part-time 
residents. That revenue stream, often assumed to be inexhaustible and imposed, is under strain 
as middle-class part-time taxpayers are also overburdened by rising taxes. 

Limits Cannot Be Ignored 

Some Town officials have dismissed concerns about carrying capacity as alarmist. Experts in 
municipal finance and environmental systems disagree. The data are clear. Truro is 
approaching—and may have already crossed—critical carrying capacity thresholds. 

The Town faces real environmental and economic limits. Continuing on the current trajectory risks 
permanent damage to water resources, fiscal instability, and a loss of flexibility to respond to 
future needs and crises. 

Carrying capacity is not ideology. It is reality. It is systems science. Ignoring it does not make it 
disappear—it only raises the cost of reckoning. 

At this point, the responsibility rests with voters to decide whether Truro will continue to push 
beyond its limits—or whether we will finally say, enough. 

Thank you for your consideration. 
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