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2. ELIGIBILITY

2

760 CMR 12.02 (2): Eligibility

2.1 Findings
Under Chapter 121B, Section 48, DHCD
must be able to make certain findings with
respect to this redevelopment plan. These findings, and their applicability to the plan, are
summarized in the table to the right.
The supporting information for each of these
findings is presented in the remainder of this
section. Supporting technical memoranda are
provided in the Appendices.
These findings are related to the conditions of
the urban renewal area relative to the need to
invoke the intervention of a redevelopment
authority under the enabling legislation. This
section will provide evidence that this urban
renewal area is a decadent area, that the activities proposed by this plan are justified by the
conditions, and that the recommendations of
this plan are consistent with previous planning
efforts at the local, regional and state levels.
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The conditions required by Chapter 121B are
known as conditions of blight. The common
understanding of blight includes conditions
such as broken or boarded-up windows, a lack
of maintenance such as peeling paint or unmowed lawns.
The legislative definition of blight is provided in
Section 2.2 Determination of Conditions: Decadent Area. For the purposes of an urban renewal
plan, blight is defined as those conditions that
cannot be addressed by the private market alone
– in other words, public assistance is needed to
help address those conditions.
The origins of urban renewal lay in large projects, funded by the federal government, in
the middle part of the 1900s. These projects
cleared large areas of land, demolishing buildings and relocating people from what were seen
as overcrowded and inadequate housing units.
In many communities, this type of clearance
did not welcome or even involve public input.
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Instead, municipalities made the planning decisions and undertook the clearance themselves.
Today’s focus is on creating incentives for the
private market to invest. These incentives can
include changes to the regulatory environment,
investments in public infrastructure, and/or
help with financing.
The purpose of this plan is to identify the
current conditions that prevent such private
investment, determine the needs and goals of
the smaller community of this area and the impact they expect for the larger community as a
whole, and define those actions that will create
incentives for the private market, over time, to
address the existing conditions.
This urban renewal area is a Decadent Area, as
defined by Chapter 121B. The content of this
section supports this finding with evidence that
meets the requirements of Chapter 121B and
760 CMR 12.00, the regulatory requirements
of the Department of Housing and Community Development (DHCD).
MAY 2017
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REQUIREMENTS OF CHAPTER 121B, SECTION 48

APPLICABILITY TO THE AREA

RELEVANT SECTION

(a) the project area would not by private enterprise
alone and without either government subsidy or the
exercise of governmental powers be made available
for urban renewal.

The private market is unable to fully address the conditions that
lead to a finding of a decadent area.

Section 2.2 Determination of
Conditions: Decadent Area

(b) the proposed land uses and building
requirements in the project area will afford
maximum opportunity to privately finance urban
renewal consistent with the sound needs of the
locality as a whole.

The proposed zoning changes and public infrastructure
improvements provide incentives for the private market to
invest in the urban renewal area.

Executive Summary and
Implementation Plan and Section 3
Objectives

(c) the financial plan is sound.

The financial plan provides estimates for the projects that are
expected to be undertaken within the first five years after the
approval of this plan. The plan indicates additional funding
strategies for projects anticipated in later phases.

Section 4 Financial Plan

(d) the project area is a decadent, substandard or
blighted open area.

The project area is a Decadent Area.

Section 2.2 Determination of
Conditions: Decadent Area

(e) that the urban renewal plan is sufficiently
complete, as required by section one.

This Urban Renewal Plan (1) conforms to the previous planning
efforts conducted by the municipality, and (2) indicates the
boundaries of the area, the anticipated land acquisition and
rehabilitation of structures; the proposed public improvements;
and zoning and other planning changes, including proposed
land uses, maximum densities, and building requirements.
The plan does not include a relocation plan as there is no
anticipated project that would render existing dwelling units
business units as temporarily or permanently uninhabitable.

1) Sections 2.4-2.6
2) Executive Summary and
Implementation Plan; Section 1
Characteristics; and Section 3
Objectives
3) Section 6.6 760 CMR 12.02 (8)
Relocation

(f) the relocation plan has been approved under
chapter seventy-nine A.

This plan does not include a relocation plan as there is no
anticipated project that would displace existing dwelling or
business units.

Section 6.6 760 CMR 12.02 (8)
Relocation

Table 2-1: Findings Required by DHCD
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2.2 Determination of
Conditions: Decadent Area
As noted above, this urban renewal area is a
Decadent Area, as defined by Chapter 121B,
Section 1:

DEFINITION OF A DECADENT AREA
...an area which is detrimental to
safety, health, morals, welfare or sound
growth of a community because of the
existence of buildings which are out of
repair, physically deteriorated, unfit for
human habitation, or obsolete, or in
need of major maintenance or repair,
or because much of the real estate in
recent years has been sold or taken for
nonpayment of taxes or upon foreclosure of mortgages, or because buildings
have been torn down and not replaced
and under existing conditions it is
improbable that the buildings will be

2-4

replaced, or because of a substantial
change in business or economic conditions, or because of inadequate light,
air, or open space, or because of excessive land coverage or because diversity
of ownership, irregular lot sizes or obsolete street patterns make it improbable that the area will be redeveloped
by the ordinary operations of private
enterprise, or by reason of any combination of the foregoing conditions.

•

The physical conditions of the area, including site conditions, such as flood plains and
the presence of environmental contaminants;
infrastructure, both public and private;
and building conditions, including historic
building styles and development patterns

•

The demographics as those demographics
are related to both the housing market and
the job market

•

The economic trends and market conditions
that encourage or discourage investment
within the urban renewal area

APPLICATION OF THE DEFINITION
Table 2-2 breaks this definition apart and demonstrates how the existing conditions within the
urban renewal area prevent the private market
from addressing those conditions. The remainder of this section provides the evidence to support these conclusions.
The determination that this urban renewal area
is a decadent area rests on three sets of conditions present within the boundary:
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CONDITIONS OF A DECADENT AREA

APPLICABILITY TO THE AREA

SECTION

Existence of buildings which are out of repair,
physically deteriorated, unfit for human habitation,
or obsolete

Partially applicable: The existence of brownfield sites within the
area meet this requirement.

Building and Site Conditions

Existence of buildings which are in need of major
maintenance or repair

Partially applicable: Some buildings have been rehabilitated.
Both larger mill buildings and smaller downtown buildings
either need major repair or have been repaired with materials
or techniques that are inappropriate to the type or age of the
building.

Building and Site Conditions

Much of the real estate in recent years has been
sold or taken for nonpayment of taxes or upon
foreclosure of mortgages

Partially applicable: Properties with significant tax liens exist
throughout the urban renewal area.

Economic Development and Real
Estate Market Conditions and
Trends

Buildings have been torn down and not replaced
and under existing conditions it is improbable that
the buildings will be replaced

Not applicable: The urban fabric is relatively intact. A few
buildings have been demolished and not yet replaced (e.g.
372 Essex Street). However, there is a threat to the existing
historic fabric from inappropriate repairs or modifications and
demolition and replacement over time.

Building and Site Conditions

Substantial change in business or economic
conditions

Applicable: Recent investments in the mill buildings have not
been replicated in the downtown area. The focus of these
investments has been directed more towards housing than to
job creation. Critical industries need support to flourish.

Demographics
Economic Development and Real
Estate Market Conditions and
Trends

Inadequate light, air, or open space

Not applicable.

Not applicable.

Excessive land coverage

Partially applicable: The majority of parcels have existing
buildings. Many “vacant” parcels are either dedicated parkland
or not buildable.

Building and Site Conditions

Diversity of ownership, irregular lot sizes or
obsolete street patterns make it improbable that the
area will be redeveloped

Partially applicable: The area north of North Canal is a regular
grid and most of the lots are small and regular. South of North
Canal the lots are larger and more irregular. The ownership is
diverse, as is typical of a downtown area; such diversity can
make parcel assembly difficult.

Building and Site Conditions

Table 2-2: Applicability of the Definition of Decadent Area to the Existing Conditions
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BUILDING AND SITE CONDITIONS

Brownfields

Chapter 121B and 760 CMR 12.00 do not require that every condition of a Decadent Area
be met, or that each parcel within an urban renewal area meet one or more of the conditions.
However, the decadent conditions must exist
to such an extent that the ability of the private
market to develop is impacted by conditions
beyond its control.

The presence of brownfields in an area that
had a significant industrial history is not unexpected. Such sites require additional assistance
to address conditions that may have been discovered long after the original use has ended.
The former Merrimac Paper mill is undergoing
environmental remediation at an initial cost of
about $2 million; more funds will be needed
to restore this site to a state at which it can be
redeveloped.

This section will evaluate the requirements for
a decadent area primarily in terms of the area
as a whole rather than in terms of individual
buildings or sites. The specific conditions are as
follows:
•

Brownfields

•

Flood plain

•

Infrastructure

•

Land coverage

•

Building age

•

Building condition

2-6

Figure 2-1 identifies known brownfields within
the urban renewal area. The source of this information is two databases: the City’s own inventory (red dots) and a database maintained
by the Massachusetts Department of Environmental Protection (MassDEP). The blue dots
represent an RAO Class of A2 and A3 status
in Phase III, IV, or V. A2 means that a permanent solution has been achieved, but the contaminant has not been reduced to background.
A3 is the same as A2 but with an Activity and
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Use Limitation (AUL) attached to the site. The
website for the Massachusetts Department of
Environmental Protection (MassDEP) notes
that the RAO classifications have been phased
out as of 2014. Sites in Phase III are under assessment and development of the clean up plan
is developed. Sites in Phase IV are in the process
of being cleaned up and sites in Phase V are being treated and monitored.*
As part of the preparation of an urban renewal
plan, the LRA must file an Environmental Notification Form (ENF) with the MassDEP. As
part of the research for that filing, the consultant team identified additional sites based on
the data provided by the Massachusetts Office
of Geographic Information (MassGIS). The
map in Figure 2-1A shows the AUL sites listed
in the MassGIS databases of November 2016.
AUL is a Site and Activity Use Limitation; such
a limitation has an impact on the permitted
land uses on any site with an open AUL. The
* http://www.mass.gov/eea/agencies/massdep/cleanup/sites/
definitions-of-fields-listed-in-search-result.html, last accessed
October 14, 2016
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Internal Brownfields Database

1) 20-30 Island Street, Haz/Petro
2) 9 Osgood Street, Haz/Petro
3) 300 Canal Street, Bldg #7, Haz/Petro
4) Eastern End of North Canal Island, Haz/Petro
5) 15 Union Street, Petro
6) 31 Merrimack Street, Petro
7) 250 Canal Street, Haz/Petro

MassDEP A2 and A3 in Phase III, IV, and V
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•

300 Canal Street (Tier I)

•

11-17 Merrimack Street (Tier II)

•

9 South Canal Street (Tier II)

•

300 Canal Street (Tier II)

•

70 General Street (Tier II)

Flood Plain
Figure 2-1A: Identified AUL sites within and in proximity to the Urban Renewal Area
SOURCE: MASSGIS, LAST ACCESSED NOVEMBER 30, 2016

SNAPSHOT: FLOOD PLAIN

research for the ENF identified several active
AULs, including the following:

•

600 Essex Street

•

2 Mill Street

WITHIN
THE FLOOD
PLAIN

•

10 Carver Street

•

50 Island Street

Properties

103

$66.4 m

•

9 South Canal Street

•

21 Canal Street

Buildings

42

$48.6 m

•

South Canal Street

•

195 Lowell Street

•

430 North Canal Street

•

10 Embankment Street

•

444 Canal Street

•

454 North Canal Street

•

Parcel 12 – Pemberton Park Canal Street
Casey Bridge

The following sites are classified as Open Sites
with a status of Tier I or Tier II under M.G.L.c.
21E according to the Massachusetts GIS data
layers:

•

Building 1 – 250 Canal Street

•

250 Canal Street

•

2-8

39 South Canal Street (Tier I)
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NUMBER

ASSESSED
VALUE

The Merrimack River is one of the twenty-seven
major river basins in Massachusetts. The Massachusetts Climate Change Adaptation Report
(September 2011, Executive Office of Energy
and Environmental Affairs and the Adoption
Advisory Committee) identifies the threats to
such systems from climate change, including
threats to the forests within the floodplains, reMAY 2017

2. Eligibility
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Figure 2-2: Flood Zones in the Urban Renewal Area. The chance of flooding is 1% for a 100-year flood zone and 0.2% for the 500-year flood zone.
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duced flows during projected summer droughts,
and increased flows during winter floods.* The
report projects that drier, hotter summers will
reduce the quality of the water and that warmer,
wetter winters may increase stormwater runoff
from rain and shift the timing and impact of
flood events.*
Although the focus of the climate adaptation
report is on the ecological habitat, the impacts
will also be felt on the built environment, including buildings and infrastructure. Figure 2-2
indicates the parcels within the flood plains;
these are at risk not just from the initial floodwater but from flood-induced blight as a result
of damage to buildings, sites, and infrastructure.
Flood damage to the Merrimack River includes
an increased flow of pollutants from stormwater
runoff and debris from receding floodwaters.
The Merrimack River is already an impaired
class B river (see notes under Infrastructure, be* Executive Office of Energy and Environmental Affairs and the
Adoption Advisory Committee, Massachusetts Climate Change
Adaptation Report, September 2011, pages 41-42
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com/watch?v=aqhV_Rnw3uM) and the same
area – Pemberton Park – is shown in the photograph above.

PHOTO BY ANGIE BEAULIEU/EAGLE-TRIBUNE

Governor Romney and Lt. Governor Healey in Pemberton
Park, May 16, 2006 after the Mother’s Day Flood (http://
www.eagletribune.com/photos-mother-s-day-flood/
collection_7529f65e-13c0-11e6-ade5-4369c6154e1e.html#6)

low). Additional pollutants can affect the ability
of the river to be used for fishing, boating, or
swimming, and thus impact the public use of
and direct access to the river from the bordering
parks, such as Pemberton Park.

The Mother’s Day Flood was an extreme example in which fifteen inches of rain fell in
three days. However, the City and potential
developers should be aware of the floodplain
boundaries. Building renovations, innovative
implementation of Chapter 91 public access
requirements, and improvements to public and
private stormwater managements systems can
have a positive impact on the existing conditions in the floodplain and throughout the urban renewal area.

The Mother’s Day Flood of 2006 caused significant damage in the urban renewal area and
throughout the Merrimack River watershed
area. A video from Canal Street shows the floodwaters on May 15, 2006 (https://www.youtube.

LAWRENCE REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY
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Infrastructure
Stormwater System
According to the Merrimack River Watershed
Association (MRWA), the Merrimack River is
classified as B waters, but in Massachusetts, the
condition of the river is “non-supporting” for
that classification.* Class B waters may be used
for fishing, boating, and swimming. Non-supporting indicates that the water quality is not at
a level that is appropriate for those uses.
The MRW identifies pathogens from Combined Sewer Overflows, including those of the
Greater Lawrence Sanitary District, as a major
threat to the quality of the water.* Secondary
threats include impervious surfaces (which increase stormwater runoff) and climate change
(and the predicted increase in the severity of
storm events and precipitation).

*http://www.merrimack.org/web/improve-water-quality-andquantity/, last accessed November 22, 2016

The City of Lawrence entered into a Consent
Decree with the U.S. Department of Justice in
April 2015. The City’s stormwater system had
illegally discharged untreated stormwater and
sewage into the Merrimack River.

River would enhance potential uses at an expanded Pemberton Park, including fishing, kayaking, and other uses that require direct contact
with the water.

The City has a Combined Sewer System, managed by the Greater Lawrence Sanitary District,
in some areas. This type of system can overflow during storm events if the system cannot
handle both stormwater and wastewater. Other
backups can occur when the sewage system is
clogged by grease or debris, or when a pipe collapses. The Consent Decree required the City to
establish a schedule to manage the stormwater
system, including improvements to the stormwater infrastructure and a reduction in points
of contamination, including run-off from development projects.
The Consent Decree notes that improvements
to the stormwater system and reduction in the
discharge would improve both the water quality
and the quality of life for residents. Improvements to the water quality of the Merrimack
LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN
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North and South Canals

can become major assets that help physically
knit the historic downtown with the historic
mill district.

SNAPSHOT: CANALS
LENGTH IN LINEAR
FEET
North Canal

5,284

South Canal

3,423

Total

8,707

ABUTTING THE
CANALS

NUMBER

ASSESSED
VALUE

Properties
North Canal

47

$51.5 m

South Canal

37

$22.3 m

84

$77.4 m

North Canal

27

$44.6 m

South Canal

24

$13.6 m

51

$58.2 m

Total
Buildings

Total

When in a state of disrepair, private infrastructure, such as the North and South Canals, can
contribute to future blighted conditions. Alternatively, if restored and maintained, these canals
2-12

Both the cost of repairs and questions about
ownership have prevented investments, and
some of the bridges were – in 2005 – already
in a significant state of disrepair

In 1996, Preservation Massachusetts added the
North and South Canals to their list of Massachusetts’ Most Endangered Historic Resources.
These resources are identified as those that are
“pertinent to individual town character and
sense of place.*”

•

Canal Walls: The study describes the walls
of the canals as being in good condition –
except where a collapse had occurred – but
noted that the growth of weeds and brush
within the drylaid stone created conditions
that could cause structural instability over
time

The North Canal Restoration and Enhancement
Study by Groundwork Lawrence (April 2005)
identifies a number of capital investments necessary to rehabilitate both of the canals and the
connecting areas. Some of these projects have
already been completed; others, such as the following, still need to be addressed:

•

Canal Bed: In the past, significant amounts
of trash and debris have been removed from
the canal bed but it is unlikely that all of the
debris have been removed

•

Head Gates and Penstocks, Raceways,
and Spillways: These elements of the canals
are critical to the proper functioning of
the historic power-generating system. As
of 2005, The Essex Company had planned
repairs to the spillway. Joint action between
the Essex Company and individual owners
allowed repairs to some of the raceways in
2005. The Head Gates and Penstocks were
in poor condition in 2005

•

Canal Bridges: The nine bridges that span
the canals represent varying building techniques and are in varying stages of disrepair

* http://www.preservationmass.org/archive, last accessed
October 12, 2016
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Figure 2-3: Buildings that Abut North and South Canals
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This study also calls for parks at each end of the
canals connected by a walking trail. The eastern
end, Ferrous Site Park (Figure 1-11), has been
completed. The study suggests a second park at
the western end, around the North Canal Gatehouse. The Gatehouse was also mentioned at
one of the public forums as an opportunity to
exhibit information about the Merrimack River,
the Great Stone Dam, and the impact of the
canal structure on the history of Lawrence. The
proposed North Canal/South Canal walking
loop (Figure E-6) could be expanded to connect
these two parks; however, the condition of the
canal walls would need to be evaluated and addressed prior to additional investments adjacent
to the walls.

Streets and Sidewalks
When in poor condition, the streets and abutting sidewalks can create a disincentive to the
private market to invest in properties that
border such infrastructure. The City has made
a number of efforts to address the streetscape
along Essex Street and Merrimack Street, but
2-14

more work needs to be done to address current
conditions.
In recent years, The Massachusetts Department of Transportation (MassDOT) has made
the following investments in the urban renewal
area:
•

O’Leary Bridge (Broadway/Route 28):
$10.3 million (Project 604749)

•

Amesbury Street Bridge over North Canal:
$3 million (Project 602304)

•

Duck Bridge: $19.9 million (Project
135259)

Pedestrian improvements at Union Crossing
(Project 607471) are under construction and
represent a further investment of $761,000.
Although the Route 495/Marston Street interchange is not within the urban renewal area,
the $35.7 million spent on the complete reconstruction of that interchange (Project 66961)
had a dramatic impact on the primary gateway
from the highway (and thus the connection to

LAWRENCE REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY

Boston and New Hampshire) and the urban renewal area. The first stage of the improvements
to the Merrimack Street Corridor are also just
outside the urban renewal area; this project was
funded by a $3.9 million grant from the State’s
MassWorks program.
This plan supports the MassWorks grant application for the remainder of the streetscape improvements to Merrimack Street (from Union
Street to Broadway). This plan also identifies
the Amesbury Street corridor as a significant
part of the urban renewal area; this corridor was
the subject of a recent $10 million TIGER grant
application which was denied. The TIGER
grant application included converting Amesbury Street to a two-way street between Canal
and Lowell Streets, to improve traffic flow for
both vehicles and pedestrians.
The City has made improvements (paving, sidewalks, street furniture) to the streetscape along
Essex Street; these should be extended throughout the grid north of the North Canal.
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Land Coverage

Land coverage is the amount of land that is occupied by a building or by impervious paving,
such as a parking lot or a driveway.

SNAPSHOT: LAND COVERAGE

Parcels

NUMBER

ACRES

385

364.3

% OF TOTAL

Acres of Unbuildable Land
Merrimack River and Canals

51.15

14.0%

Unbuildable
(Rights-of Way, Parks, Other Vacant)

22.22

6.1%

Roads

66.44

18.2%

224.49

61.7%

Total Buildable Land (Acres)

% OF TOTAL
BUILDABLE
ACRES
Total Buildings
Footprint (Estimated)
Buildable Vacant Land (Estimated)

375
66.35

29.6%

8.49

3.8%

The amount of land coverage differs within
defined areas of the overall urban renewal area.
The grid bounded by Common Street, Union
Street, Canal Street and Broadway has different
characteristics when compared with the rest of
the urban renewal area. Within this grid, the
majority of the area is covered by buildings,
parking, or roads (Figure 1-3).
Significant land coverage in a downtown area
such as Essex Street and the surrounding area
is expected. The amount of land coverage becomes problematic for a downtown area when
the land is devoted to surface parking lots at
the expense of more dense development. Lots
whose surface is primarily covered by a building
also present problems. Such lots often cannot
support sufficient on-site parking to meet current parking requirements. In order to develop
such lots, additional parking must be provided
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on an adjacent lot or within a reasonable walking distance.
Surface parking that is not properly maintained
or lit can contribute to a perception of an unsafe
environment and detract both visually and economically from an area. Surface lots that do not
manage stormwater on site can place pressure
on the City’s stormwater infrastructure. Both of
these conditions exist within the urban renewal
area, although some lots are lit and landscaped.

Building Age
SNAPSHOT: BUILDING AGE
NUMBER

% OF TOTAL

Total
Buildings

375

100%

Buildings
Pre-1978

351

93.6%

Buildings
Pre-1951

275

73.3%

Buildings
Post-1950

100

26.67%

As discussed in Demographics, below, buildings
built prior to 1978 (when lead paint was phased
out) have a high likelihood of lead paint. Buildings built prior to 1980 (when asbestos was
phased out) may still have asbestos. While one
such building would have a small impact on an
area, a preponderance of older buildings may
indicate the possibility of substandard conditions. While this is less critical for commercial
buildings than for dwelling units with children
under the age of six, the desire to convert the
2-16
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upper floors of existing buildings to residential
may trigger the need to remediate the existing
environmental conditions, thus increasing the
cost of construction. Figure 2-4 identifies those
buildings in the urban renewal area that are
listed in the Assessors’ database as built prior to
1978.
A second critical factor related to building age
is the number of historic buildings within this
planned community. An analysis of the development pattern show that the pace of building activities slowed significantly after the 1950s (after
the mills began to close – see Figure 2-5). Much
of the older building stock has historic significance in terms of both architectural styles and
in how the buildings contribute to the overall
urban fabric. Where the original urban renewal
plans demolished these buildings, subsequent
efforts to preserve historic buildings derive from
an appreciation of how those buildings contribute to a community’s sense of its history and
identity. The risk to the historic fabric of Essex
Street and the surrounding streets comes from
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Figure 2-4: Buildings Built Prior to 1978
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the possibility that property owners will allow
their buildings to deteriorate and either repair
them with inappropriate methods and materials or demolish them, replacing them with
new buildings not appropriate to the context.
The value of Essex Street as a draw to residents
and visitors alike lies in both retaining and enhancing the underlying historic context while
allowing for a mix of uses – residential, retail,
restaurant, and cultural – that create a vibrant
downtown.

Building Condition
Five members of the Citizens Advisory Committe – Lynne Brown, Spencer Buchholz, Jonathon Nix, Dick Russell and Kiriza Zihalirwa
– Kristen Harol, Chair of the LRA, and a volunteer from City staff, Laiza St. Onge, assisted
with the preparation of the Parcel Inventory
provided in Appendix J: Parcel Inventory. Their
assistance was a significant contribution to the
development of this Urban Renewal Plan and
the documentation of the existing conditions.
The survey team felt that, in general, the exterior of the buildings they inventoried did not
significantly contribute to conditions of blight
(few needed major exterior repairs) but that
many of the buildings they visually inspected
could use upgrades, minor repairs, and other
investment from their owners.
The condition of the buildings range from mill
buildings that have been renovated for housing,
industrial, or commercial uses, to buildings on
Essex Street that have active ground floor uses

2-18
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but vacant upper floors, to sites such as brownfields, including the Merrimac Paper site, that
require significant remediation before development can occur.
The private market cannot address those buildings that are underutilized for three reasons:
•

Existing floor plates are not suitable for some
light industrial uses, such as food production, that require modern, climate-controlled
buildings with open spans, high ceilings,
loading docks, and truck access

•

The housing market does not provide sufficient incentive to invest in smaller, older
buildings as the cost to bring those buildings
to code (elevators, sprinklers, ADA access)
can be prohibitive under current market
conditions

•

The presence of hazardous materials that
increase the cost of development beyond
the ability of the private market to address
such conditions
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Figure 2-5: Buildings Built 1950 and Earlier
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DEMOGRAPHICS
The City of Lawrence Comprehensive Housing
Study, which was completed in August 2015,
undertook a demographic analysis of the City
in comparison to Essex County and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts and also in comparison to other Gateway Cities. The tables are
provided in the Appendices in the Comprehensive Housing Study.
The planning process for this Urban Renewal
Plan did not repeat that analysis, but draws
upon it to identify certain demographic trends
with relevance to this plan. In order to understand the demographic factors that affect the
determination of a decadent area, it is important to understand their relationship to the underlying business and/or economic conditions.

bination of two factors: the low median household income and the high demand for housing
in the area.

POPULATION DENSITY
(PEOPLE PER SQUARE
MILE)
Lawrence

11,046

High Population Density

Chelsea

14,598

Framingham

2,629

The population of Lawrence increased by 7.3%
from 2000-2012, significantly higher than the
growth rate of 4.5% for Essex County and
4.7% for Massachusetts as a whole. This growth
occurred in a city with a 2012 population density of 11,046 people per square mile of land
area. Of the six comparable cities identified by
the Comprehensive Housing Study, only Chelsea
had a higher density (14,598 people per square
mile). New Bedford, Framingham, Lynn,
Methuen, and Salem had densities that were
significantly lower.

Lynn

2,422

Methuen

2,069

New Bedford

6,759

Salem

3,934

Essex County

1,509

Massachusetts

848

Source of Data: City of Lawrence Comprehensive
Housing Study, August 2015 (Karen Sunnarborg
Consulting, Charleen Regan Consulting, Abacus Architects + Planners) Appendix 3.

For the purpose of this Urban Renewal Plan,
the critical conclusion from the analysis in the
Comprehensive Housing Study is that in 2012,
47.4% Lawrence residents spent more than
35% of their income on housing. This is a com2-20
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Overcrowding
In 2012, just under a third of the population
lived in nonfamily households (those in which
the inhabitants are not related), and just under
a quarter of the households were single-person.
The average household size in 2012 was 2.99
people – higher than the County (2.60), the
State (2.54), and all six comparative cities. This
higher average household size lived in smaller
units: in 2012, the median number of rooms in
Lawrence was 4.9, lower than the County (5.6),
the State (5.6), and five of the six comparable
communities. Only Chelsea had a smaller number of rooms (4.5).
Lawrence has made progress in terms of overcrowding. In 2012, the percentage of units
that had 1.51 or more occupants per room was
2.0%, a decrease from the 2000 rate of 4.2%.
However, the percentage for Essex County was
0.5% in 2012, the percentage for the State was
0.6%, and only Chelsea had a higher percentage
at 5.1% of units.

AVERAGE
HOUSEHOLD SIZE
(PERSONS)
Lawrence

2.99

2012
MEDIAN NUMBER
OF ROOMS

PERCENTAGE OF
ROOMS WITH 1.5
OCCUPANTS OR MORE

4.9

2.0%

Chelsea

2.96

4.5

5.1%

Framingham

2.46

5.5

1.0%

Lynn

2.81

4.9

0.9%

Methuen

2.64

5.7

0.7%

New Bedford

2.34

5.2

0.75%

Salem

2.22

4.8

0.6%

Essex County

2.60

5.6

0.5%

Massachusetts

2.54

5.6

0.6%

Source of Data: City of Lawrence Comprehensive Housing Study, August 2015 (Karen Sunnarborg
Consulting, Charleen Regan Consulting, Abacus Architects + Planners) Appendix 3.
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Demand
The 2012 vacancy rate for housing in Lawrence
was 3.8%, down from the 4.4% vacancy rate in
2000. By comparison, the 2012 vacancy rate for
Essex County was 7.5% and for the State was
10.2%. Framingham was the only city with a
lower 2012 vacancy rate, at 3.1%.
The growth rate for housing in Lawrence was
3.5% from 2000-2012, lower than the rate
for Essex County (6.8%), the State (7.2%),
and four out of the six other cities. Only Lynn
(3.4%) and Framingham (3.0%) were lower.

Effect of Demographics on Demand
The low vacancy rate and the low growth rate
for housing, coupled with the higher growth
rate for the City’s population, has generated
significant demand that is putting upward pressure on housing prices. At the same time, median household income in Lawrence fell from
$41,034 in 1999 to $32,851 in 2013. As a re-
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2012
VACANCY RATE

2000-2012
POPULATION
GROWTH

2000-2012
HOUSING
GROWTH

2012
MEDIAN MONTHLY
GROSS RENT

Lawrence

3.8%

7.3%

3.5%

$995

Chelsea

8.1%

2.8%

5.2%

$1,114

Framingham

3.1%

3.7%

3.0%

$1,080

Lynn

9.9%

2.5%

3.4%

$645

Methuen

4.8%

8.9%

11.2%

$919

10.0%

1.4%

6.3%

$731

Salem

7.9%

4.0%

8.4%

$1,066

Essex County

7.5%

4.5%

6.8%

$1,040

Massachusetts

10.2%

4.7%

7.2%

$1,036

New Bedford

Source of Data: City of Lawrence Comprehensive Housing Study, August 2015 (Karen Sunnarborg Consulting,
Charleen Regan Consulting, Abacus Architects + Planners) Appendix 3.

sult, a majority of Lawrence households (58%) in 2013 spent more than 30% of their income on
housing, while 32% of households spent more than 50% of their income on housing*.
The standard ratio for determining housing affordability is that housing costs (rent/mortgage, utilities, property taxes) should not exceed 30% of household income. Although the ratio of monthly
income to monthly rentals cannot be calculated (only monthly rental amounts are available), Law* MAPC http://www.housing.ma/lawrence/report, last accessed October 13, 2016
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rence’s median monthly gross rent of $995 in
2012 is comparable to that of Essex County
($1,040) and the State ($1,036) and is at the
upper end of the range for the other six cities.

Housing Age
The age of the housing stock is an important
consideration as age is sometimes an indicator
of the condition or standard of the available
units. In 2012, 56% of the housing units in
Lawrence were built prior to 1940. Only Chelsea (66.5%), Lynn (66.8%), and Salem (56.6%)
have a higher percentage of older units. As noted in the discussion on building and site conditions above, buildings built prior to 1978 have
a higher likelihood of lead paint on woodwork
within the house.

Impact on the Urban Renewal Area
The demographic information indicates that
the high demand for housing places enough

pressure on the market to drive the rents and
purchase prices above the level that many residents can afford given the lower incomes of
Lawrence residents.
The vision and goals of this Urban Renewal
Plan focus on economic development and job
creation, but the underlying goal is that this
focus will lead to higher wages that can address the lack of affordability and overcrowding
- Lawrence residents earning higher wages will
be able to afford better housing stock, providing incentives for the private market to invest
in both new housing units and upgrading older
ones.
However, input from the public process indicated that additional incentives were needed to
address some of the concerns around housing in
the short term. Three proposed actions address
the condition and availability of housing:

stronger control over the character and quality of development through the proposed
design guidelines for the district;
2. The dedication of 40R incentive payments
from the State to the City’s First Time
Homebuyer Assistance Program, which supports low and moderate income families to
purchase homes in neighborhoods throughout Lawrence; and
3. The proposed Essex Street National Register Historic District, which would provide
additional financing options for property
owners to upgrade their buildings to a certain
standard in exchange for federal and state tax
credits. Access to these credits should help
offset the costs of creating new housing in
underutilized or vacant upper floor space on
Essex Street.

1. The proposed 40R district, which would
increase the percentage of affordable housing required as part of large multifamily or
mixed-use developments, while creating
LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN
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Environmental Justice Communities
The Commonwealth of Massachusetts defines
an Environmental Justice Population as one
that “suffer[s] from a disproportionately high
share of environmental burdens and at the same
time lack environmental assets in their neighborhoods.”*
To be considered an Environmental Justice (EJ)
population, the neighborhood (defined as a
U.S. Census Bureau census block group) must
meet one or more of the following criteria:*
•

Median annual household income is at or
below 65% of the statewide median income

•

25% or more of the residents are a minority

•

25% or more of the residents are foreign
born

•

25% or more of the residents are lacking
English language proficiency

MEAN EJ CRITERIA
EJ CRITERIA IN BLOCK GROUPS

POPULATION
2010

PERCENT OF
POPULATION IN EJ
BLOCK GROUPS

Lawrence

MIE

2.27

76,377

100.0%

Chelsea

MIE

2.00

35,177

100.0%

Framingham

MIE

1.65

68,318

47.6%

Lynn

MIE

1.75

90,329

80.7%

Methuen

MIE

1.40

47,255

37.0%

New Bedford

MIE

1.81

95,072

69.6%

Salem

MIE

1.89

41,340

31.4%

Source of Data: EJ_2010_municipal_stats.xls; Executive Office of Administration and Finance, Office of
Geographic Information (MassGIS), http://www.mass.gov/anf/research-and-tech/it-serv-and-support/
application-serv/office-of-geographic-information-massgis/datalayers/cen2010ej.html, last accessed
November 25, 2016.

* http://www.mass.gov/envir/smart_growth_toolkit/pages/modej.html, last accessed November 25, 2016
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MassGIS provides a table of the 2010 Environmental Justice Populations, based on the 2010
U.S. Census. The information in the table to
the left was extracted from that data. Lawrence
is compared to the same cities used in the Comprehensive Housing Study and has the highest
mean EJ criteria with a mean of 2.27 criteria
across all 55 of the block groups in the City.
The map to the right shows that the majority of
the urban renewal area is defined as Minority,
Income, and English Isolation (MIE: dark blue)
with a subarea defined as Minority and Income
(MI: dark green). This information is based on
the 2000 U.S. Census and was provided by the
MassGIS data online viewer, accessed on November 25, 2016.

Figure 2-6: Environmental Justice Communities within the City of Lawrence
LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN
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ECONOMIC AND MARKET
CONDITIONS
The designation of much of the urban renewal
area as a Growth District at the state level is an
indication of both the need for public assistance
to help revitalize this area and the willingness of
the State to assist.
The prevalence of tax liens on properties in the
area is a sign of an inability to pay the taxes or
the unwillingness to invest further in underperforming assets.
The loss of long-term local businesses such as
Polartec and Lawrence Pumps is a blow to a City
that seeks to support and expand its business
community. A study of the economic trends
and real estate market conditions indicates a
strong potential for growth in certain industries
– provided the City and the LRA can capture
that potential for growth with incentives that
attract employers and enhance business expansion at all scales of the local economy.

2-26

Canal District Revitalization Area
The Canal District Revitalization Area (Figure
2-7) is designated as a Growth District by the
Executive Office of Housing and Economic
Development (EOHED). This is part of the
Growth Districts Initiative, a program at the
state level that seeks to expedite permitting for
commercial and residential development.

The information provided by the EOHED (see
Figure 2-7) indicates an anticipated build-out
of $8.5 million square feet of commercial and
3,000 new housing units. The figure is undated
and does not contain additional information to
support the build-out estimate.

In order to be eligible, the area must be “development ready” with a plan for future development that spans five to twenty years.*
EOHED has specific requirements for Growth
Districts, including a focus on job and housing
opportunities, the reuse of previously developed
land, the availability of transit, and consideration of low-impact development. A Growth
District is intended to act as a catalyst to further
development in a city.

* http://www.mass.gov/hed/economic/eohed/pro/gdi/growthdistricts.html, last accessed November 25, 2016
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GROWTH DISTRICTS INITIATIVE
District
Name:

Lawrence Canal
District
Revitalization
Area Growth
District

Municipality:

Lawrence

Site
Boundaries:

The district is
bounded on the
north by
Common Street
and General
Street, on the
East by Prospect
Street/Marston
Street and
Interstate 495, on
the south by the
Haverhill
Commuter rail
right of way and
on the west by
Broadway, the
O'Leary Bridge
and the Great
Stone Dam Land
Area: 21,150,000
sq. ft.

Land Area
(acres):

Area: 21,150,000
sq. ft = 485.54
acres

Anticipated
Build-Out:

8.5M sq. ft.
commercial (est.)
3,000 new
housing units
(est.)

Figure 2-7: Canal District Revitalization Area (Source: Executive Office of Housing and Economic Development)
LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN
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Tax Liens
Properties within the urban renewal area that
have tax liens against them are shown in Figure
2-8. Only those properties with tax liens that
are over two years old and that are not condominium properties were included in this map.
The total value of the tax liens shown is approximately $7.8 million; the value of the properties
is approximately $4.3 million. (See Figure 1-9C
in Section 1 Characteristics.)The preponderance
of these sites throughout the urban renewal
area hint at the economic and market conditions that affect the property owner’s inability
or unwillingness to pay the real estate taxes on
a property.
The loss of tax revenue affects the municipal
budget and limits the resources available for
code enforcement, public safety, and street
maintenance, which can affect the perception
of blighted conditions in an area.
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Figure 2-8: Tax Liens Older than Two Years
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REAL ESTATE MARKET CONDITIONS
AND TRENDS; IMPLICATIONS
The complete technical reports from the consultant team are provided in Appendix B: Economic
Development and Real Estate Market Conditions
and Trends and Appendix C: Feasibility Analysis
for a Lawrence 40R Overlay District and 370 Essex Street.
The findings have been summarized in the Executive Summary. The focus of this section is
the impact of the findings of both reports on
the development of real estate within the urban
renewal area.
The findings in Appendix B support actions
by the LRA and the City to attract and support specific industries that are positioned for
growth within the City and Essex County. The
City can develop a competitive advantage by
supporting the industries which are already
showing growth and for which the City has employees with the necessary skills; either has or

2-30

can develop appropriate physical space to house
these businesses; and can provide amenities to
encourage businesses to expand within or relocate to the urban renewal area.
However, both Appendix B and Appendix C provide information that suggest why the rehabilitation and redevelopment of buildings for commercial and industrial uses has been difficult to
date. As noted in Section 1 Characteristics, recent
successful residential development in the mills
includes Washington Mills, Union Crossing
Phase 1, and Loft 550; other projects including
the Pacific Mills are in construction; and several
additional projects are in the permitting stage.
Redevelopment of the larger mill properties for
commercial and light industrial uses has been
more challenging.
Table 5 (from Appendix B) indicates the amount
of square footage of different asset classes (office, industrial, flex, and retail) that was vacant
in the City of Lawrence and in the larger submarket (Lawrence, Andover, North Andover,
Methuen, and Haverhill) in the first quarter of

LAWRENCE REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY

2016. Note that the gross rent in Lawrence is
lower than in the submarket for all asset classes.
The expectation would be that a tenant would
move to an area with lower rent costs to reduce
their leasing expenses.
However, those same low rents make renovation of existing building space more difficult
for property owners. Before making such an
investment, a property owner must be certain
of receiving a rent high enough to obtain the
financing needed for the capital investment.
Appendix C is an investigation of defined scenarios to understand how development might
be undertaken within the urban renewal area.
The Appendix tests two main scenarios:
•

A comparison of new construction under
the existing RGO zoning and under the
proposed 40R zoning

•

A comparison of development scenarios for
370 and 372 Essex Street as prototypes for
smaller development projects along Essex
Street

MAY 2017
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FXM Associates
Additional Observations from the Real Estate Market Graphs
As is clear from the graphs, the variations in vacancy rates appear unrelated to
rental pricing, either in the submarket area or Lawrence, leaving little grounds for
targeting rents as a factor in the city’s competitiveness. Market rents and the
relatively large amount of vacant space within the existing inventory will make the
development of new space and/or rehabilitation of existing space challenging.

The challenge for property owners and potential
developers is that even with the use of tax credits and grant programs from the State, the tested development scenarios still had gaps in the
financing structure; in other words, the funding
strategies available to a developer did not meet
the full cost of construction/reconstruction.
Because the debt structure is dependent on the
income generated by the project, lower rents
create a lower income stream thus reducing the
amount of debt that can be financed on income
alone. This relationship explains the difficulty
that the private market has in addressing the
need for retail, office, and industrial space. If
the space needs to be retrofitted or newly constructed, then the current rents do not support
such construction. The mills can be renovated as
housing because there is both a greater demand
at a higher price per square foot and there are
more funding programs, including tax credits,
soft debt and grant programs, available to close
the financing gap.

As theis LRA
should consider
There
alsomoves
little forward,
net newitabsorption
forecast over the next few years as shown by
howinitsTable
actions5.can
either
helpnot
close
the financdata
This
does
mean
that well located, designed and strategically
priced
development
cannot
succeed
since, as discussed in previous sections, growth
ing gap
or help increase
base rents
for nonresiin dential
jobs and
therefore
space
demand
is expected in certain industries.
space.
Table 5

Real Estate Market Conditions Summary
Gross Rent per Forecast Ave Ann
SF per Year
NET Absorption (SF)
Space Type and Geography Vacant SF
(1stQ 2016) (1stQ 2016)
(2016‐2018)
OFFICE
Submarket
2,200,000 $
16.14
7,800
City of Lawrence
678,000 $
15.21
4,200
INDUSTRIAL
Submarket
1,420,000 $
4.81
(58,000)
City of Lawrence
685,000 $
4.42
5,500
FLEX
Submarket
1,546,000 $
8.96
(57,000)
City of Lawrence
303,000 $
7.81
(22,000)
RETAIL
Submarket
321,000 $
16.37
(19,000)
City of Lawrence
116,000 $
12.90
(6,500)
Source: CoStar Property Information Systems, April 2016; and FXM Associates
While the trends in the above general market supply conditions may not offer
obvious opportunities for Lawrence,
other conditions
may, suchPLAN
as the match 2-31
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between growing occupations and the skills offered by the Lawrence labor market,
as well as its ability to capture more jobs deriving from projected regional growth.

2.3 Clearance and
Rehabilitation

The expansion of Pemberton Park would require the removal of an existing surface parking
lot. No buildings exist on the site at present.

760 CMR 12.02 (2) requires certain additional
information if the urban renewal plan proposes
clearance and/or rehabilitation activities.

The Merrimac Paper site is undergoing environmental remediation and demolition to address
the impacts of the fire and the existing hazardous materials. Some of the buildings have already been demolished. This is a possible Phase
III project (years 10-20); it is possible that additional clearance of the buildings would be
required before the site could be redeveloped.

•

Larger-scale development along the Merrimack Street Corridor, most likely by private
developers responding to the incentives
within this plan

•

Streetscape and other public infrastructure
improvements undertaken by the City

•

Rehabilitation of historic mills for residential and commercial uses undertaken by the
private market

REHABILITATION

The existing street and land use pattern is appropriate for all five types of projects. Streets
do not need to be rerouted, but a significant
portion of the street network within the urban
renewal area should be upgraded to meet the
Commonwealth’s Complete Streets standards.

CLEARANCE
This Urban Renewal Plan does not anticipate
any clearance activities within the first five years
of this plan. Proposed acquisitions include
properties that are either vacant or that have existing buildings that can be rehabilitated; there
are no plans to demolish buildings within Phase
I (the first five years).
Anticipated future projects include the expansion of Pemberton Park (Phase II: years 6-10)
and the redevelopment of the Merrimac Paper
site, the location of a significant fire in 2014.
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Within the first five years, the LRA anticipates
five types of projects:
•

A catalyst project on Essex Street, undertaken by the LRA itself or in partnership
with a developer

•

Infill development along Essex Street and
elsewhere in the proposed 40R District. Such
development is anticipated to be by private
developers who respond to the incentives of
the zoning changes. The LRA may acquire

LAWRENCE REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY

property by purchase or transfer from the
City (including tax title parcels) and either
seek the entitlements themselves or partner
with a developer to do so

The economic, market, and development analyses undertaken by the consultant team indicate
that the urban renewal area has evidence of vitality in portions of the urban renewal area, but
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that the private market cannot address certain
conditions without assistance from the public
sector. In particular, the conditions of blight
that render this urban renewal area a Decadent
Area require a coordinated effort among multiple parties, including the City, the LRA, local
nonprofits, various agencies of the Commonwealth, and the private market.
However, certain industry trends – in particular, those related to health care, education, food
production, and specialty manufacturing – are
positive for the future of the urban renewal area,
if those trends can be captured by the coordinated effort recommended in this plan.
Rehabilitation of underperforming structures
within the urban renewal area is likely to reinforce and expand the existing vitality in the
business community; in particular, those small
businesses that do not have the resources to undertake such projects alone.
Section 3.3 Proposed Redevelopment Actions discusses the LRA’s intent with respect to proposed

rehabiliation projects. The LRA developed a
set of criteria to guide their choice of a catalyst project. The purpose of these criteria goes
beyond the initial choice of a catalyst project;
these criteria are relevant throughout the twenty-year life of the plan.
The threshold criteria – those that must be met
before a project is considered – are as follows:
1. The project must support the vision, goals,
and/or target industries identified in this
Urban Renewal Plan
2. The project is not likely to be developed by
the private market acting on its own
3. The project must be feasible and financeable
In addition to satisfying these threshold criteria,
catalyst projects selected by the LRA should also
address additional criteria defined in Section 3.3
Proposed Redevelopment Actions.
4. One potential project that is still under consideration by the LRA is the rehabilitation
of 370 Essex Street and infill development
at 372 Essex Street. These two properties

have been used as prototypes for scenariobased analyses of potential rehabilitation
and construction costs for projects on Essex
Street. (See Appendix C: Feasibility Analysis
For A Lawrence 40R Overlay District And 370
Essex Street.) These properties are owned by
the City.
The City has applied for two grants for
streetscape and other public infrastructure
improvements that, if the grants are awarded,
would have an impact on the urban renewal
area within the first five years.
The first application was for a MassWorks grant
to continue streetscape improvements along the
entire Merrimack Street corridor.
The City also applied for a TIGER grant for the
Amesbury Street Corridor, a critical corridor
linking the subareas of the urban renewal area.
The request was for $8 million and assumed $2
million in matching funds. The grant was denied, but the City intends to reapply.

LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN

2-33

2.4 Local Survey
and Conformance
with the Municipality’s
Comprehensive Plan
760 CMR 12.02 (2) requires that the urban
renewal plan be based on a local survey and
conform with the municipality’s comprehensive
plan.

LOCAL SURVEY
The widespread use of GIS allows all mapping
activities and analyses to be based on the municipality’s GIS data. The City provided all parcel data and the majority of the base shapefiles
and layers. Additional layers and shapefiles were
produced during the study process based on a
combination of research and public input. All
maps in this Urban Renewal Plan, unless identified as stemming from a separate source, use
the GIS data provided by the City as the base
of the map.
2-34

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

Comprehensive Housing Study

The City of Lawrence does not have a current
comprehensive plan. However, a number of
planning studies have been conducted over the
years in some or all of the urban renewal area.
The most recent studies are the following:

The focus of this report is the existing conditions
of housing throughout the City, the market
forces that shape the availability of and demand
for housing at different income levels, and the
strategies to address the gaps in the range of
housing within the City. A critical finding of
this report is that while a reasonable amount of
housing is affordable to those earning the median wage in Lawrence, the majority of households earn far less than the median wage. In
other words, many people who live in Lawrence
work outside of the city, earning wages that
are not sufficient to be able to afford housing
within the city. The report also notes that high
demand, driven in part by Lawrence’s proximity
to Boston, increases rents but low asset values
do not provide sufficient incentive or capital for
smaller landlords to invest in upgrades to their
property. The existing housing stock is older
and of lesser quality than the housing in the
renovated mills. However, the newer housing
in the mills is more expensive, more attractive

•

City of Lawrence Comprehensive Housing
Study, August 2015 (Karen Sunnarborg
Consulting, Charleen Regan Consulting,
Abacus Architects + Planners)

•

Lawrence Downtown West Planning Study,
August 2015 (City of Lawrence, MassDevelopment, Utile)

•

Merrimack Street Land Use Planning Study,
2016 (City of Lawrence, McCabe Consulting)

•

Manchester Rail Corridor Brownfields AreaWide Plan, In process (City of Lawrence,
Crosby, Schlessinger, Smallridge LLC)

The recommendations of this Urban Renewal
Plan are consistent with, or build upon, the recommendations of these studies.

LAWRENCE REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY
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to a population that turns over quickly, and
less attractive to families who might stabilize a
neighborhood.
The following goals, quoted from pages 3-4 of
the report, are relevant to this urban renewal
area:
•

“Promote an economically diverse community that is capable of welcoming new
residents from the region, country and world
while retaining those with greater economic
resources who could choose to live elsewhere
but want to stay in the community.

•

Remove barriers to development that improves neighborhoods, attracts investment
and raises the quality of life for residents.”

On pages 4-5, the Comprehensive Housing Study
recommends four categories of strategies to support these and other identified goals. The categories are as follows:
•

Capacity Building (related to the City’s staffing and resources)

•

Regulatory (related to reduction of blight
and safety issues, streamlining the regulatory
process, and coordination of efforts)

•

Leverage and expand existing public and
private resources and attract new resources.

•

Development (related to new construction,
redevelopment, or rehabilitation)

•

Provide a wide range of housing alternatives
to meet diverse housing needs.

•

Preservation (related to existing affordable
or small-scale housing)

•

Support developers to promote quality and
sustainable housing development and redevelopment opportunities.

•

Link housing strategies to more comprehensive planning and design guidelines
that direct downtown and neighborhood
revitalization efforts while promoting an
economically diverse community.

For the downtown, centered on Essex Street,
the Comprehensive Housing Study recommends
encouraging housing on the upper floors above
commercial uses and suggests investigating the
redevelopment of existing parking lots (page
99) into multi-story mixed-use buildings. The
report notes that assembling parcels may create

developments that have a higher financial feasibility.
The report draws on the work of the Downtown
West Planning Study to recommend streetscape
improvements to connect the mill buildings
with Essex Street and suggest creating physical
connections between the North Essex Community College in the western half of the downtown and the Lawrence General Hospital and
nearby medical offices in the eastern half. Additional recommendations include establishing
design guidelines and other regulatory changes
to encourage appropriate development and link
the downtown to the surrounding neighborhoods.
Finally, on page 141, the Comprehensive Housing Study recommends that the City “use the
regulatory and financial resources and expertise
of the reinvigorated Lawrence Redevelopment
Authority to steer and set the vision for downtown development.”

LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN
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Lawrence Downtown West Planning
Study
The Downtown West Planning Study was completed at approximately the same time as the
Comprehensive Housing Study. Its recommendations flow from a study of development opportunities in the area west of Campagnone
Common, stretching from Haverhill Street to
the Merrimack River.
This study references three previous plans:

The Downtown West Planning Study references
recommendations from the earlier plans that
are consistent with both the findings and recommendations of the Downtown West Planning
Study and with the strategies and actions proposed by this Urban Renewal Plan. These earlier
recommendations include the following:
•

Canal District Strategic Master Plan (2008)
ºº Enhance Essex Street as the main mixeduse spine
ºº Focus new residential development on
the river and canal edge

•

Canal District Strategic Master Plan (2008):
The study area includes the proposed urban
renewal area, but expands beyond it to include Lawrence General Hospital

ºº Keep the southwest quadrant of the
study area light industrial (Note: this
would be the Merrimack Street Corridor)

•

Open Space Plan (2009): The study area is
the entire City

ºº Improve the main bridges across the
Merrimack River

•

ULI North Canal District TAP Report (2013)

ºº Create waterfront esplanades along Canal street and the riverfront

These three reports, and the Downtown West
Planning Study itself, cover much of the urban
renewal area.
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ºº Add streetscape improvements to Essex, Merrimack, Union, and Broadway
Streets

LAWRENCE REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY

ºº Establish an urban renewal district as an
implementation strategy
•

Open Space Plan (2009)
ºº Enhance the sidewalk along Canal Street
ºº Consider a trail that loops along North
Canal and the Merrimack River

•

ULI North Canal District TAP Report (2013)
ºº Existing mill buildings are difficult to
redevelop because of the size and the
layout of the floor plates
ºº Conduct a parking study to identify
where and how parking can be most
effective
ºº Create wayfinding and signage to reinforce the identify of the area

Both the Canal District Strategic Master Plan
and the Downtown West Planning Study identify
priority development sites. The buildout analyses for the Truell site (identified as 372 Essex
Street) in the Downtown West Planning Study
were used in this Urban Renewal Planning process to study the market implications of various
development scenarios for 370 Essex Street; one
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scenario considered a joint project linking the
rehabilitation of 370 Essex to infill development at 372 Essex/Truell site.
Recommendations from the Downtown West
Planning Study itself include the following:
•

Short-term
ºº Consider converting some of the oneway streets to two-way streets (the
TIGER grant application identified
converting Amesbury Street to a twoway pattern between Canal and Lowell
Streets as an important change)
ºº Improve signage for off-street parking
lots to direct visitors
ºº Upgrade the facade of the Buckley Garage with graphics and lighting
ºº Adjust parking pricing to create incentives for long-term parking off the street
ºº Undertake streetscape improvements in
terms of basic repair along all streets and
more intensive updates in key locations
ºº Improve storefronts with quick, inexpensive actions

•

Long-term
ºº Re-use upper floors for housing or office
ºº Create incubator spaces in vacant storefronts
ºº Redevelop brownfield sites
ºº Create an urban renewal district that
includes the Downtown West area

Merrimack Street Land Use Planning
Study
The Merrimack Street Study identifies a number
of recommendations to support business expansion along Merrimack Street, including several
build out scenarios that evaluate appropriate
mixes of land uses within the corridor. In all
three scenarios, the mix focused on commercial
and industrial development, which informed
and are consistent with the recommendations
of this Urban Renewal Plan.
The study identifies a number of regulatory and
funding strategies for the implementation of the

recommended strategies within the plan. Pages
116-120 of the Merrimack Street Study describe
these tools in detail; they are summarized below.

Regulatory Tools
•

Zoning: The study suggests creating a
Planned Industrial Development District
(PIDD) for the corridor to address specific
uses, parking needs, and dimensional standards

•

Chapter 91: The study notes the public
access requirements for riverfront access
under Chapter 91 and suggests the implementation of the North Canal/South Canal
Walking Loop as one means of addressing
the requirements

•

Complete Streets: The study recommends
extending the Complete Streets requirements from the Massachusetts Department
of Transportation (MassDOT) along the
entire corridor

•

Urban Renewal Plan: The study recommends including the Merrimack Street Corridor in this Urban Renewal Plan

LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN
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Financing Tools
•

District Improvement Financing (DIF):
This tool uses future tax revenues as an
income stream for bonds to implement
improvements in a designated area

•

Massachusetts Economic Development
Incentive Program (EDIP): This is a state
program that provides tax credits to businesses creating new jobs in Gateway Cities. Manufacturers can receive additional
incentives

•

Local Infrastructure Development Program (Chapter 23L): This State program
allows municipalities to assess individual
property owners for infrastructure improvements and work with MassDevelopment to
fund those improvements

•
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Infrastructure Investment Incentives Act
(I-Cube): This program is a partnership
among the State, a municipality, and a private entity. The State considers the future
revenue based on the tax stream from the
entity when investing in the local public
infrastructure needed to support the project

•

Grants: The study identifies the MassWorks
grant, grants for rail trails, the Department of
Conservation and Recreation (DCR), Land
and Water Conservation Funding, and other
grant programs that could support smaller
pieces of the proposed improvements

•

Other Development Incentives: The study
suggests a streamlined permitting process,
vocational education programs to train the
local workforce, and tax incentives as other
sources of implementation

Manchester Rail Corridor Brownfields
Area-Wide Plan
In addition, the City is undertaking the Manchester Rail Corridor Brownfields Area-Wide
Plan. The abandoned rail corridor and the
parcels west of Broadway have been included
within the boundary of the urban renewal area
in anticipation of the results of this study process and its expected recommendations relative
to improvements to the rail corridor and surrounding area.
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2.5 Regional Planning
The Merrimack Valley Planning Commission
(MVPC) is the regional planning agency for
Lawrence. They have identified education and
healthcare – two of the target industries in this
plan – as critical industries in the Merrimack
Valley. The website notes the strengths Lawrence has in these industries already: Northern
Essex Community College and Cambridge College are adjacent to or within the urban renewal
area, as is the Lawrence General Hospital, the
“largest acute healthcare system in the Merrimack Valley” (www. mvpc.org/the-valley).
Regional plans include the following:
•

Clean Energy Action Plan, 2012

•

Merrimack Valley Priority Growth Strategy,
2014

The Clean Energy Action Plan provides recommendations for Lawrence, beginning on page
49. Goals with relevance to this Urban Renewal
Plan are as follows:

•

Become a Green Community (Massachusetts
Department of Energy Resources Green
Communities Program)

•

Retrofit streetlights and traffic signals

•

Increase recycling efforts

•

Implement energy-saving building codes

•

Promote transit-oriented development
(TOD)

The Merrimack Valley Priority Growth Strategy
identifies Merrimack Street and the Lawrence
Gateway/Downtown as Priority Development
Areas (PDA) of State Significance (page 29).
An Area of State Significance meets the highest number of the criteria developed by MVPC
(based on EOHED’s criteria) as part of their
study.
The recommended strategies (pages 53-54) for
both PDAs are as follows:
•

Pursue funding for infrastructure to implement the Canal District Strategic Master Plan

•

Promote its designation as a federal Renewal
Community to businesses
LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN
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2.6 Consistency with the Commonwealth’s Sustainable Development Principles
DHCD requests that communities undertaking an urban renewal plan consider the Commonwealth’s Sustainable Development Principles. The chart
below identifies these principles and the strategies within the plan that support those principles.
SUSTAINABILITY PRINCIPLES

LAWRENCETBD STRATEGIES

CONSISTENT?

1. Concentrate Development and Mix Uses

Preserve, protect, and enhance the City’s historic buildings and infrastructure through adaptive
re-use.
Activate Essex Street through new and expanded retail, cafes, restaurants, galleries, and upperfloor residential uses.

Y

2. Advance Equity

Create linkage mechanisms that capture the value of new development for citywide quality of life
improvements.
Support the expansion of small businesses that generate jobs and build local wealth.
Create a more attractive environment for walking and biking and improve public safety
throughout the urban renewal area.

Y

3. Make Efficient Decisions

Support the expansion of small businesses that generate jobs and build local wealth.
Incentivize/accelerate development of large vacant parcels for light manufacturing, health care,
education, and mixed-use development.

Y

Encourage sustainable development through renewable energy production, energy efficiency,
and Low-Impact Development.

Y
Y

6. Expand Housing Opportunities

Preserve, protect, and enhance the City’s historic buildings and infrastructure through adaptive
re-use.

Y

7. Provide Transportation Choice

Create a more attractive environment for walking and biking and improve public safety
throughout the urban renewal area.

Y

8 Increase Job and Business Opportunities

Support the expansion of small businesses that generate jobs and build local wealth.
Incentivize/accelerate development of large vacant parcels for light manufacturing, health care,
education, and mixed-use development.

Y

9. Promote Clean Energy

Encourage sustainable development through renewable energy production, energy efficiency,
and Low-Impact Development.

Y

10. Plan Regionally

Bolster the City’s arts, cultural and recreational assets and attract more visitors to Lawrence.

Y

4. Protect Land and Ecosystems
5. Use Natural Resources Wisely
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