
Report on Reuse of the Decas School Building for Community Needs

A compilation of research drafted by the ad hoc citizens committee Decas for Wareham

January 4, 2021

Starting in spring 2021, community volunteers began seriously studying the possibility of creating a
community center in the decommissioned John W. Decas Elementary School building in Wareham.
During a series of community tours of the building, visitors had the opportunity to see the pristine
condition of the building and to imagine future possibilities. This report is a compilation of the research
done thus far by volunteers regarding reuse of the building and is respectfully submitted to the Decas
Steering Committee for their consideration.

I. History of the Decas Elementary School Building

During a special town meeting on June 19, 1967, Wareham citizens voted to acquire “by purchase,
eminent domain or otherwise” the land on which Decas now sits for “school purposes.” The land was
eventually taken by eminent domain from the Tobey Old Ladies Home in consideration of a sum of
$23,000. (see appendix 1)

The main building of the John W. Decas Elementary School was built in 1969 under the direction of the
prominent architectural firm Alger & Gunn of Osterville (later Hyannis). The main school building
features many mid-century modern design elements and features. Alger & Gunn were prominent public
building designers in the region, producing the Osterville Public Library in 1958 and reimagining the
Eldredge Public Library in Chatham, MA, which is on the National Register of Historic Places for its
architectural significance. An additional wing was subsequently added to the Decas School in 1974.

Today, the campus features a 70,000 sq ft facility on a 15+ acre site and includes a combination
cafeteria/auditorium, industrial kitchen, two gyms, outdoor courtyard, 3 main entrances, a loading dock,
playground, sports fields and parking lot. (see appendix 2)

II. The Decas Family Legacy in Wareham

In 1968, William Decas donated $40,000 to the town of Wareham toward construction of the new
school. The family had already contributed funds to obtain the land. Wareham would go on to name the
school after Decas’ son, John W., who was killed during WWII at the Battle of the Bulge.  William Decas
believed wholeheartedly in the transformative nature of education. The oldest of ten brothers, he
immigrated to the U.S. in 1905 from a small Greek village in search of greater opportunity.  Decas
learned English in the basement of a school in New Bedford, started out shining shoes at Hathaway
Theater on Purchase Street and went on to be a successful entrepreneur in Wareham. His family made
repeated financial gifts to support students in Wareham. His daughter, Georgia Chamberlain, donated
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$300,000 in 2003 to support Decas School—at the time, it was the largest single donation to a public
school in MA.

III. Recent Public Investment in the Decas Building

In 2016, the Massachusetts Department of Public Health identified several areas in the Decas physical
plant that needed to be addressed, including a leaking roof on the 1974 addition and issues with the
HVAC system. The Massachusetts School Building Authority (MSBA) granted Wareham 70.1% of the
funds to the needed repairs, which totaled approximately $2.4 million.  The repairs were completed in
2017 and included replacing asbestos containing tiles in the ceiling under the replaced roof. The MSBA
requires that their funds be used in buildings that will continue in service of education for at least 10
years and failing that, they have the right to recapture granted funds. (see appendix 3)  Communities do
have the ability to request a waiver of this recapture of funds; however, Wareham did not try to obtain a
waiver for the approximately $800,000 that was recaptured during the building of the new elementary
school in 2018. (see appendix 4)

IV. The State of the Building

Some have questioned whether the state of the building will allow it to house new programs without
significant investment in infrastructure. The Decas building is ready to use as-is for community center
purposes and does not require any immediate construction or renovation. Only two scenarios would
mandate removal of existing asbestos. The first would be construction/renovation. The second scenario
would be if any asbestos containing materials became damaged to the point where asbestos fibers could
become airborne, at which point they would need to be removed or encapsulated.

Based on the 2015 (with updates in 2017) re-inspection report as mandated by the federal Asbestos
Hazard Emergency Response Act (see appendix 5), the only asbestos containing materials that displayed
extensive damage were the ceiling tiles in the E-wing. These ceiling tiles were removed in 2017 as part of
the roof replacement project. Further, some have asserted that if Wareham changes what the building is
used for, the entire building will need to be brought up to today’s code. That assertion is unfounded.
Changing the building occupancy from an elementary school to a community center does not trigger a
building-wide code upgrade. The building is currently classified as an E (educational) occupancy. The
proposed new uses for the building include additional occupancy classifications, but none are as strict as
E. The building has a sprinkler system and is all on one level; these are two big advantages to reuse.

V. The SRPEDD Report

The Wareham Redevelopment Authority (WRA) commissioned the Southeastern Regional Planning and
Economic Development District (SRPEDD) to produce a report on economic uses of the Decas School
after it’s decommissioning as a school. SRPEDD’s report was presented to the WRA in November 2020,
and advanced a “preferred scenario” involving rezoning the site as a Business Development Overlay
District, transferring ownership of the property to the WRA, and razing the building at a cost of $1 million
to make way for High-Intensity Lab/Flex-Space. The WRA voted to accept this plan at their 11/19/20

meeting. Regrettably, SRPEDD was only asked to present options for economic development and not

community development uses of the Decas building, as noted by Selectman Slavin during the October
19, 2021 Selectmen's meeting when he said “sometimes money is not the most important thing.”
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VI. Repurposing Municipal Buildings

Repurposing existing municipal building stock is a common practice around the Commonwealth and
around the country. Repurposing schools is more affordable & environmentally sustainable than new
construction, is perfect for mixed use projects and preserves detail, craftsmanship, and materials we
rarely see today. In our survey of MA towns repurposing buildings for use as community centers, Dover’s
Caryl Community Center, the Lenox Community Center, the Chatham Community Center, Bedford’s
Town Center Community Center and the Randolph Intergenerational Community Center are notable
examples.

VII. Multigenerational Community Centers are the Future

The future is multigenerational! Swampscott MA’s senior center which shares space with their high
school facility provides an incredible example of the enormous possibilities and opportunities generated
when you enable citizens of all ages to share community spaces. The building’s architect notes, “It’s
surprising. A high school is probably the greatest capital expenditure that a community will make. So why
shouldn’t it serve everyone, from child care to senior citizens?” Randolph, MA has also recognized the
practicality and best practice of engaging all residents with their Intergenerational Community Center.
Their RICC is “a gathering place for Randolph residents of all ages” with programs and services “designed
with a focus on the diverse physical, social, and emotional needs of the residents of Randolph,” including
Parents’ Night Out events to kid’s pickup basketball to nature walks, computer classes, bingo, and
“crafternoons” enjoyed by all.

As in Swampscott & Randolph, Wareham is perfectly positioned to provide services and opportunities
across the generations, for Wareham citizens age 1 to 100+, by repurposing a school. Committing to a
multigenerational community center would go hand in hand with Wareham’s status as an AARP Age
Friendly Community. Wareham petitioned for the designation in 2020 and according to AARP, “the
common thread among the enrolled communities and states is the belief that the places where we live
are more livable, and better able to support people of all ages, when local leaders commit to improving
the quality of life for the very young, the very old, and everyone in between.” Membership in the AARP
Network of Age-Friendly States and Communities “means that a community's elected leadership has
made a commitment to actively work with residents and local advocates to make their town, city, county
or state an age-friendly place to live.”

Countless studies have identified the mutually beneficial nature of cross-generational interactions.
According to Generations United in Making the Case for Intergenerational Programs, “every age group
benefits when different generations come together for a common cause.” Babies and preschoolers,
when “partnered with older volunteers, show better socioemotional outcomes such as increased
tolerance of others, increased empathy, less judgment, and greater social acceptance.” Teenagers
``experience improved sense of self and identity, self-confidence, and purpose in life. And “older
volunteers in intergenerational programs report a stronger sense of community, decrease in social
isolation, improvements in quality of life, greater life satisfaction, and a stronger sense of purpose,
self-worth, self-esteem and empowerment.”

VIII. From Elementary School to 21st Century Community Education Hub
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The Decas building is perfectly positioned to become an innovative hub for learning as we prepare
citizens of all ages for Wareham’s future. Classrooms are easily repurposed as a new home for Head
Start’s preschool and toddler classrooms. The federally-funded Head Start program currently operated in
Oneset’s Oak Grove School is unable to expand due to the limited square footage available in its current
location and by the long-term plan to transition the space into a Cape Verdean Cultural Center.  South
Shore Community Action (SSCA) operates three classrooms currently, and indicated they could easily
expand to four and beyond. Their high-quality child care model along with their wrap-around services for
families allow Wareham citizens to remain employed and know their child is receiving top notch early
education to prepare them for their future. In addition to providing infant, toddler and preschool care,
SSCA can also provide after-school programming which was lost in Wareham when the New Bedford
Boys & Girls club closed its program in Onset in 2021.

The impact in supporting Wareham’s workforce, particularly women, is far reaching. (see appendix 6)
According to the Harvard Business Review, “the coronavirus pandemic has exposed the previously
invisible (or forgotten) link between child care and the economy. It is the lifeline for women to stay
employed. More than 2.3 million women have left the labor force since February 2020, accounting for
80% of all discouraged workers during the pandemic, reducing the labor force participation rate to 57%,
the lowest it’s been since 1988.” Stressing the vast implications childcare has for the economy, the article
further notes “even before the pandemic, inadequate childcare was costing working parents $37 billion a
year in lost income and employers $13 billion a year in lost productivity.”

Head Start is currently looking outside Wareham to fulfill its long-term space requirements, despite
identifying Decas as a perfect fit–it would be an incredible loss to the community should Wareham cease
to be home base for this program.

Decas can also become an educational hub for adults looking to expand their skill sets and increase their
workplace readiness with adult basic education classes (ABE) or expand their horizons with continuing
education opportunities. Wareham has long been interested in providing ABE offerings. Roughly 60% of
Wareham residents have a high school education, GED or less.  According to the Southeastern
Massachusetts Labor Market Blueprint produced by the Baker administration in 2018, Plymouth County
educational attainment rates “are most often at the lower end of the Commonwealth’s regions” resulting
in citizens not being prepared for high paying jobs: “The obvious implication to this data is a clear need
for integrated Adult Basic Education strategies with contextualized curriculum, increased intensity (more
hours per week) and potentially integrated ABE/ Occupational training programs.” Easily accessible adult
education offerings at a central location where they may also have a parent attending COA activities or a
child in a Head Start classroom may be the difference in economic success for many families.

Finally, Decas is well placed to become a hub for environmental education, with its close proximity to the
Buzzard Bay Coalition’s (BBC) Horseshoe Mill property: “Horseshoe Mill is situated at the “head of tide”
on the Weweantic River – the special spot where fresh water flowing downstream from Carver,
Middleborough, and Rochester meets the salty tidal waters rising up from Buzzards Bay. This mix of fresh
and salt water creates one of the most unique and important ecosystems in our region. Rare wetland
plants grow along the river’s edge, and birds, frogs, and turtles thrive among the woods and water.”
Connecting community center users, particularly populations of pre-k and school-aged students, with
programming offered by the Wareham Land Trust and BBC offers an incredible opportunity to encourage
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environmental stewardship, build climate resilience and help youth prepare for and adapt to the
uncertainties posed by climate change.

IX. The Wareham Master Plan

In addition to supporting Wareham’s designation as an Age Friendly Community, repurposing the Decas
building as a multigenerational community center addresses long-standing community needs and desires
asserted in Wareham’s Master Plan, a blueprint for how citizens would like to see the town develop.

According to the 2020 Master plan, Strategy 4: “the town should work with the emerging coalition of
non-profits to pursue a multi-purpose community center that meets the needs of all of Wareham’s
citizens.” The report further asserts that “children and seniors need the support of their community” but
are beleaguered by “funding reductions and rising costs.”

Whereas the cost of new construction at $380-650 per square foot is prohibitive in Wareham,
repurposing our existing, town-owed and recently upgraded school building is within reach and is the
only practical way to achieve the goals of a community center to benefit future generations. 

Another 2020 Master Plan goal is to continue to provide small business startup and incubation
opportunities. Incorporating a makerspace, coworking space and allowing rental use of the industrial
kitchen are innovative 21st century approaches that support small business owners and “new
entrepreneurial ventures while spurring innovation and job creation at the local level,“ according to the
Baker administration. Imagine offering these amenities in the same location as childcare and COA
activities and you have a recipe for driving success and creating work/life balance for many Wareham
families.

X. Dover, MA- Example of Innovative Funding Structure

Senior centers typically cobble together their funding from multiple sources and the concept for funding
a community center at Decas is no exception. An interview with the Director of Parks & Recreation for
Dover, MA provided a clear model. Dover’s Caryl Community Center is housed in a 40,000 sq ft former
school building, repurposed after 90 years and was in worse condition than Decas when originally
repurposed. The building’s utilities and maintenance costs are 100% offset by rental income, derived
from lease agreements with non-profits, community groups and small businesses, including a daycare,
dance studio, cycling business and parent organization. Per hour rentals for events are also available.  A
significant number of MA community centers rent space to balance the budget; examples include
Bourne, New Bedford, Randolph, Weston, Sharon, etc.

The CCC operates at a net income to the town of Dover using this model.  In addition, there is a Friends
of the Dover Council on Aging 501c3 organization which fundraises to support COA activity in the CCC.

In terms of administration, the building, programming, and utilization of space (including CORI checks)
are managed by the Director of Recreation & the COA Director and lease agreements are managed by
the Town Administrator. Dover reported no major problems using this model. In fact, the
multigenerational programming was successful to the point that Town Meeting approved a significant
renovation/rebuild for the center after 20 years using the school building.
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XI. A Preliminary Budget

Using the Dover model, we offer an operational budget projection that replies primarily on rental
income, supplemented by grant awards, fundraising, and fees and memberships. (see appendix 7) To
document utility expenses, we used the last operational year budget for Decas School which totaled
approximately $110,000. (see appendix 8)

Rentals

Two non-profit organizations, South Shore Community Action and Damian’s Pantry, have submitted
letters of intent to rent space should Decas be repurposed as a community center. Together, these two
organizations pay at least $6250 in monthly rent in their current arrangements (see appendix 9) Two
additional entities, Gateway ABA and Best Friend’s Preschool have expressed interest in renting space as
well.

Grant Opportunities

Wareham is leaving a lot of money on the table. Here is a partial list of grant funding a community center
in Wareham may be eligible for:

State Level

- MassDevelopment Underutilized Properties Program (provides $40MM to Massachusetts
municipalities in FY22)

- MassDevelopment Collaborative Workspaces Program (Coworking Operators may apply for up
to $100,000 for equipment or building renovation or seed grants of $15,000 for planning funds
for future development)

- MassDevelopment Commonwealth Places (provides $390k to Massachusetts municipalities in
FY22)

- MA Community Compact IT Grant (grants up to $220K, MHAC encourages communities to
consider technology needs of older adults for this funding opportunity).

- MA Community Compact Best Practices Program (Age-and dementia friendly efforts are listed
among the best practices communities may pursue.

- MA Land and Water Conservation Fund Grant Program (potential funding source for developing
walking trails on the property)

National

- America Walks Community Change Grants (potential funding source for developing walking
trails on the property)

- AARP Community Challenge (provides small grants to fund quick-action projects that can help
communities become more livable for people of all ages)

- NEA Our Town Grants (for projects that connect communities, people, places, and economic
opportunity via physical spaces or new relationships)

Corporate
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- Eastern Bank Foundation Community Donations (supporting the ongoing programming and
events of hundreds of nonprofit organizations, providing more than $5 million each year)

- First Citizens’ Community Charitable Foundation (purpose is to promote economic
advancement in communities where First Citizens' members and employees live and work by
establishing a relationship with local organizations and providing financial support)

- Walmart Local Community Grants (grants range from a minimum of $250 to a maximum
of $5,000 to support local non-profits in one of the following areas: community and economic
development, diversity and inclusion, education, environmental sustainability, health and human
service, hunger relief and healthy eating, public safety, quality of life)

- Tufts Health Plan Foundation (investments that promote healthy living across the life span with
an emphasis on older people)

- Target Community Vitality Grant Programs (Community Engagement Funds, Key Market Grants,
REACH Community Grants and Gift Card donations)

- Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (for small and mid-sized urban communities most impacted
by park and green space inequities)

- Lisa Libraries Grant Program (free books for community facilities to host their own small libraries
or to operate programs where children can take the book home)

- Baseball Tomorrow Fund/MLB Field Maintenance Education Program ($10K grant for field
maintenance)

(See more in appendix 10)

Memberships & Fees

A co-working space can contribute significant income to the community center with minimal investment.
Governor Baker’s administration is very supportive of the creation of collaborative workspaces as
engines to drive economic growth. Decas is conveniently located with easy access to 495 and has ample
parking to support such an initiative. As part of this research process, we interviewed the founder of
New Bedford’s coworking space, Groundwork, who described the grant support they received from MA
Development to customize their empty warehouse space to lend itself to co-working. One advantage
Decas has is that it’s already carved into workable “rooms” that would be perfect for co-working and has
the necessary communal and outdoor spaces to supplement.  Groundwork noted that their membership
has almost entirely rebounded from the early days of the pandemic. Co-working is still alive and well!

Coworking amenities at Decas might include open work space & wifi, private meeting rooms and phone
booths, mail service: register your business address, print, scan and copy service, complimentary office
supplies, coffee, snacks and kitchen space, member events like social gatherings, workshops, networking
events and a membership structure might look like:

- Basic Membership (open seating) - $100/mo (below market)
- Full Membership (includes a dedicated desk) - $200/mo (below market)

Sustaining memberships can also generate revenue, particularly corporate or small business
memberships. For a recurring contribution, businesses might receive advertising on promotional
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materials and/or access to special events or discounted rental space for events (for example, discount to
host their holiday party in the auditorium or employee appreciation event in the courtyard).

Finally, establishing an adult education program or inviting an existing program to establish a satellite
entity in the community center can generate additional fee revenue and grant potential. The Baker
administration is a keen supporter of adult education and has a goal of increasing ABE offerings by 10%
and “work ready” youth and adults by 5% by the end of this year.

Fundraising

The John W. Decas Community Center Foundation has formed and is awaiting its 501c3 status. The
organization has several fundraisers planned for 2022. The foundation can conceivably provide a
substantial level of funding to the community center, in the same way that the Wareham Library
Foundation & Friends of the Library provide 20% of the town library budget. In 2021, they raised over
$80,000 in donations. Here is a partial list of fundraising opportunities:

- Traditional Local Fundraising, including “canning” at local retail stores, % of the evening’s sales
at restaurants, sale of merchandise like bumper stickers

- Buy a Brick Campaign: Decas’s main lobby is of block construction and each block can be
emblazoned with the name of a business, individual or memorial tribute to a loved one.

- Fund a Room: Similar approach was successfully used in Scituate with “Fund a Room” campaign
for senior center (200+ people contributed) Options to permanently fund a room or for a smaller
contribution, fund for a year https://www.buildacampus.org/

- Amazon Smile: Shop at smile.amazon.com and Amazon will donate 0.5% of eligible purchases to
your favorite charitable organization—no fees, no extra cost.

- Amazon Wishlist: allows individuals to purchase items the community center may need.

- Bingo or Casino Night Fundraiser: used successfully in the past by the COA as a fundraiser

- Dinner & a Movie Fundraiser

Forms of Town-Based Support

- Wareham Cultural Council: the WCC awards approximately $10,000 annually to organizations
and individuals to help fund “community-oriented programs in the arts, humanities and sciences
that provide the most benefit to Wareham citizens.” Example of how this could be applied:
funding for studio arts classes for citizens at the Decas Community Center. Cultural council funds
may be used for wages for teachers, space rental and materials.

- Wareham CPC Funds: Wareham could decide to use CPC funds to enhance and create recreation
and open space components on the Decas property, including walking trails and making
connections between the community center and Horseshoe Mill Pond.
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- Wareham COA Director Position: Wareham has committed to fund a full-time COA Director
position for FY 23. As in the Dover, MA example, a portion of the COA Director’s already funded
position could be used to manage the community center.

XII. What a Repuposed Decas Might Look Like - Use of Space

The rendering below illustrates one possibility for incorporating those nonprofits and groups who have
expressed interest in renting space in Decas and dovetailing those space uses with the community
desires to have increased space for COA activities, Veterans Affairs, Disability Services, community
events, adult education offerings, etc.

XIII. Senior Housing as a Future Possibility

Many repurposed school buildings in Massachusetts and around the country include an affordable senior
housing component. Wareham’s 2018 Master Plan stresses the unmet need in this area. The 1974 wing
of Decas presents an interesting opportunity to explore the creation of affordable housing studio spaces
for seniors and should be pursued in the future.
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