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3.1 Plan Goals and 
Objectives

VISION AND GOALS

The vision for this Urban Renewal Plan builds 
upon the initial goals of the LRA and is the re-
sult of research into current physical and eco-
nomic conditions as well as extensive feedback 
from residents and other stakeholders who par-
ticipated in public meetings, surveys, and the 
CAC.

Goals for the Process

The LRA’s goals for the process were as follows:

The Plan will identify action steps that the LRA 
and other public and private partners can take to 
advance four key goals:
•  Economic development

•  Job creation

•  Improved quality of life

3 760 CMR 12.02 (3): Objectives 

•  Fiscal stability

Vision and Goals for the Plan

The resulting vision and supporting goals for 
the process are as follows:

Create a thriving local economy in which residents 
have access to new employment opportunities and 
higher-paying jobs, enabling them to afford better 
housing and more goods and services within the 
city. To accomplish this, the LRA will develop an 
Urban Renewal Plan that:

FIRST: draws from and encourages the talent 
in terms of labor and local businesses that exists 
within Lawrence today;

SECOND: builds on Lawrence’s physical assets, 
including its historic buildings, rivers and canals, 
infrastructure, and transportation;

THIRD: projects a positive image for the City of 
Lawrence, encouraging both residents and visitors 
to support local businesses and cultural institu-
tions;

FOURTH: attracts regional employers to locate or 
expand in Lawrence.

The LRA will support these four goals with spe-
cific strategies and related actions.

STRATEGIES

The LRA plans to support these goals with a 
combination of strategies that reflect both its 
legislative authority to develop land itself and 
to provide controls on the development of land 
by others within an urban renewal area, and the 
strength of community organizations and the 
participation of City officials and staff.

The strategies and actions summarized in the 
Executive Summary are presented in this section 
in additional detail. The strategies are as follows:

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

2. Incentivize and accelerate development of 
large vacant parcels for light manufactur-
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ing, health care, education, and mixed-use 
development.

3. Bolster the City’s arts, cultural and recre-
ational assets and attract more visitors to 
Lawrence.

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

5. Support the expansion of small businesses 
that generate jobs and build local wealth.

6. Activate Essex Street through new and ex-
panded retail, cafes, restaurants, galleries, 
and upper-floor residential uses.

7. Encourage sustainable development through 
renewable energy production, energy ef-
ficiency, and Low-Impact Development.

8. Create linkage mechanisms that capture the 
value of new development for citywide qual-
ity of life improvements.

The actions that implement the strategies are 
divided into four groups:

• A. Property Acquisition, Permitting, and 
Development Actions

• B. Regulatory Framework and Incentives

GENERAL ACTIVITIES OF A REDEVELOPMENT AUTHORITY

The Lawrence Redevelopment Authority consists of five (5) members. Four (4) members 
are appointed by the Mayor, and one member is appointed by the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts. All Members shall be appointed to serve for initial terms of one, two, 
four, and five years, respectively.

The Lawrence Redevelopment Authority shall have the following responsibility;

• Under General Laws Chapter 121 B Section 5, as well as Section 7. A housing or 
redevelopment authority shall elect from among its members a chairman and a vice-
chairman, and may employ counsel, an executive director who shall be ex officio 
secretary of the authority,

•  Establish rehabilitation and design standards;

•  Assemble and dispose of land, including the taking of real estate through eminent 
domain;

•  Relocate businesses and residents occupying property in urban renewal areas;

•  Demolish and/or rehabilitate substandard structures;

•  Participate in real estate development and commercial revitalization;

•  Issue bonds, borrow money, invest funds, and receive grants; and

•  Accept gifts or bequests.

SOURCE: WEBSITE OF THE CITY OF LAWRENCE 
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• C. Financial and Technical Assistance for 
Property Owners

• D. Transportation and Infrastructure Im-
provements

Three of these categories (A, B, and D) require 
direct action by the LRA. The LRA does not 
expect to undertake these actions alone, and 
proposed partners are linked to each of the ac-
tions within the Implementation Plan. Actions 
in category C do not require direct action by the 
LRA, but support actions in the other categories 
and are included in this section on objectives.

These actions are anticipated to take place in 
phases over the twenty-year life of this Urban 
Renewal Plan. Section 4 Financial Plan contains 
the relevant cost information for actions that 
are expected to occur within Phase I.

• Phase I: Completed within 3-5 years

• Phase II: Completed within 5-10 years

• Phase III: Completed within 10-20 years

The key element in the LRA’s efforts is the need 
to address those conditions described in Sec-
tion 2 Eligibility that are preventing the private 
market from investing in this urban renewal 
area. The anticipated physical improvements 
are designed to spur investment either by im-
proving public infrastructure (streetscape, parks 
and open space, transportation) or by creating 
a catalyst for future investment by others with 
strategic development projects (renovation of 
existing buildings or construction of public 
parking facilities). 

This plan also establishes regulatory controls 
in the form of changes to zoning that allow for 
greater density in exchange for public benefits, 
such as a requirement for the provision of ad-
ditional affordable housing. The regulatory con-
trols include design guidelines that will ensure a 
consistent character and quality of development 
throughout the urban renewal area.

Physical improvements and regulatory controls 
are linked – for example, regulatory controls 
that relax parking requirements may be accom-

panied by the  construction of a parking struc-
ture that supports those lower ratios.

Regulatory controls and other actions identi-
fied in the Implementation Plan are also linked 
– for example, the proposed establishment of 
an historic district that can fund the required 
aesthetic improvements by allowing property 
owners to apply for federal and state historic 
tax credits. In some cases, the link between 
physical investments and regulatory controls 
may require additional partners. For example, 
while this plan will establish specific regulatory 
controls, the application of those controls (such 
as design review) will be within the purview of 
the Planning Board and the implementation 
of the  controls (such as zoning enforcement) 
will be the responsibility of City staff. This 
plan recommends a bilingual guide to permit-
ting and development, and a coordinated pre-
application meeting with department heads 
and City Boards and Commissions as methods 
of improving the efficiency, transparency, and 
predictability of the regulatory process.
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3.2 Effect on Jobs in the 
Urban Renewal Area
760 CMR 12.02 (3)(b) requires a specific esti-
mate of the number of jobs retained, created, 
and/or eliminated by the proposed redevelop-
ment actions in the Urban Renewal Plan. The 
proposed improvements have no immediate 
and specific effect on either job creation or loss.

The anticipated effect of the actions within this 
Urban Renewal Plan – and a major goal of this 
plan – is that existing employers will be encour-
aged to expand and new employers will be at-
tracted to the area due to a combination of the 
planned physical improvements, the changes to 
the regulatory environment, and the planned 
actions to assist small businesses. The key to job 
growth will be twofold: (1) the links between 
the five target industries: Food Manufactur-
ing and Production, Specialty Manufacturing, 
Healthcare, Education, and Arts and Culture; 
and (2) the three initiatives of the LRA: regula-
tory changes that provide incentives for these 

industries, the development of one or more 
catalyst projects to support these industries; 
and the partnerships the LRA will develop over 
time. These partnerships should include busi-
nesses, local educational institutions, and local 
community groups who can provide training 
and support for potential local employees.

The LRA’s goals for the process of developing 
this Urban Renewal Plan have been to focus on 
economic development and job creation. De-
liberate support of those industries that already 
have roots in Lawrence and the potential for 
strong growth is critical. The consultant team 
prepared an extensive analysis of market condi-
tions related to both job growth and the demand 
for certain types of land uses. The full report is 
provided in Appendix B: Economic Development 
and Real Estate Market Conditions and Trends.

The client team identified the Health Care 
and Social Assistance Sector (as defined by the 
North American Industry Classification Sys-
tem or NAICS) as the leading growth industry 
for both the City and Essex County between 

2004 and 2014. This sector is projected to be 
the leading growth sector through 2020, lead-
ing to demand for both employees and office 
space suitable for the health industry. The re-
port notes that in 2014, about 4,300 City of 
Lawrence residents were engaged as Healthcare 
Practitioners and Technicians and Healthcare 
Support personnel. By 2020, the demand for 
workers for these skills will increase, and these 
workers are paid a higher average annual wage 
($57,000) than the average annual wage for all 
jobs in the City of Lawrence ($48,000).

Medical office space also commands a premium, 
with an average lease price 25% higher than the 
average lease price for all office space. The report 
identifies an unmet current demand and proj-
ects additional future demand. 

The second industry with potential to create 
jobs is the Food Manufacturing and Produc-
tion Sector. This category has potential at all 
scales including community kitchens to sup-
port small restaurants and entrepreneurs, buy-
ing cooperatives and warehouses to support the 
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local bodegas, and new food manufacturing and 
production facilities. This sector has two added 
advantages: excellent access to water and a thriv-
ing, multicultural community with many food 
traditions. Employee training, a catalyst project 
that provides incubator space for small busi-
nesses, and coordinated marketing could cap-
ture projected increases in jobs for this industry 
and projected demand for manufacturing and 
production space.

The table to the right is extracted from the re-
port in Appendix B and provides additional in-
formation about the projected increases in both 
jobs and physical space by 2020. Partnerships 
among the City, businesses, educational insti-
tutions, and community organizations will be 
critical to capturing the projected growth in 
jobs in the region within Lawrence itself.  

FXM Associates

Economic Development and Real Estate Market Conditions and Trends 6

Table 1 

Industry Jobs in 2014
Projected Jobs 

in 2020

Projected 
Increase 2014‐

2020

Projected %  
Increase 
2014‐2020

Food Manufacturing‐City 737                 924                 187                25%
Medical Devices ‐County 5,486              5,968              482                9%
Finance and Insurance‐City 241                 278                 37                   15%
Real Estate Rental & Leasing‐City 237                 247                 10                   4%
Professional & Technical Services‐County 33,112           34,295           1,183             4%
Management of Companies & Enterprises ‐County 5,039              5,366              327                6%
Educational Services ‐County 30,039           30,652           613                2%
Health Care & Social Assistance ‐City 9,787              11,564           1,777             18%
Arts, Entertainment & Recreation‐County 11,720           12,743           1,023             9%
Accommodation & Food Services‐City 1,147              1,337              190                17%
Other Services, ex. Public Admin‐City 1,184                1,724                540                 46%
Source: MA Dept of Labor ES202 Data Series; US Dept of Commerce, Regional Economic Information System; and FXM Associates

Selected Growth Sectors in City of Lawrence and Essex County
Based on 2004‐2014 Trend Forecasts

Table 2 

Jobs Space Demand (SF) Jobs Space Demand (SF)
Food Manufacturing 1,140 570,000                    187 93,500                      
Office Using Jobs 2,840 852,000                    0
Health Care & Social Assistance 9,994 3,997,600                 1,777 710,800                    
Accommodations & Food Services 2,087 2,087,000                 190 190,000                    
Educational Services 613    613,000                    0
Arts, Entertainment, Recreation 1,023 409,200                    0
Other Services 2,293 1,146,500                 540 270,000                    

Projected Space Demand through 2020 Based on Trend Projected Jobs

Essex County City of Lawrence

For those sectors projecting growth at the county level, but for which historical 
trends to date within Lawrence indicate little or no historical growth at the city 
level, special efforts will need to be made to attract businesses not now inclined to 
locate in Lawrence in spite of their regional presence. 

The following graphs are plots of historic trends and projected growth in jobs for 
selected industries with strong statistical indicators.  The closer the R-square values 
shown on the graphs approach 1.0, the greater the confidence in the forecast based 
on historical trends. All these sectors have R-square values of at least .86, meaning 
that forecasts of future growth can be considered reasonably reliable.  



3-7

3. OBJECTIVES

LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN

3.3 Proposed 
Redevelopment Actions
A major function of any redevelopment au-
thority is the redevelopment of land – either 
through its own efforts or through control of 
how others develop properties within the urban 
renewal area.

This section provides the description of pro-
posed redevelopment activities as required by 
760 CMR 12.02 (3)(a).

The LRA will undertake the following actions 
within the urban renewal area that fall under 
the heading of site development or improve-
ments.

ACQUIRE PROPERTY

Acquire vacant tax-title properties and coordi-
nate permitting and site preparation for new 
development.

Acquire parcels needed to support public infra-
structure improvements.

Transfer ownership of relevant City-owned 
parcels to the LRA.

Coordinate permitting and site preparation 
for new development.

The City has liens on a number of parcels whose 
owners owe significant property taxes over 
a long period of time. The City has a process 
whereby it can take those parcels to satisfy the 
outstanding property tax debt. The LRA may 
then acquire those parcels and either develop 
them itself, take them through the permitting 
process and then dispose of them, or dispose of 
them immediately. Disposition of land by the 
LRA within an urban renewal area is regulated  
by 760 CMR 12.05 Land Disposition and is 
described in Section 6.8 760 CMR 12.02 (10): 
Disposition.

The LRA has identified four actions it would 
undertake relative to property acquisition and 
disposition:

1. Acquires property and disposes such property 
to the City or the State  

2. Acquires property and, prior to the en-
titlement phase (acquisition of all relevant 
permits), disposes of the property to a third 
party subject to a Land Disposition Agree-
ment (LDA) that governs future develop-
ment of the parcel

 3. Acquires property and completes entitle-
ment process; selects a development partner 
and disposes of the property to that partner 
subject to a LDA

 4. Acquires property and completes entitlement 
process; develops property (alone or with 
partner); holds property for income and/or 
public benefit

The first action is most likely to be used for 
infrastructure improvements. The second and 
third actions are appropriate for properties the 
LRA does not want to hold or does not have the 
expertise to develop. Such a process could raise 
capital funds to support additional acquisitions.  
The fourth action is appropriate for generat-
ing operating income or for supporting a pub-
lic benefit, such as a use that is important but 
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unlikely to generate sufficient revenue for the 
private market to support in the short-term.

DEVELOP A CATALYST PROJECT

Explore the creation of a catalyst project with 
arts or food-related ground floor use on Essex 
Street. 

Explore the creation of a catalyst project with 
food production or manufacturing on the 
Merrimack Street Corridor.

The LRA has identified the redevelopment of a 
building or buildings that can act as a catalyst 
for the Essex Street area as part of their Phase 
II strategy. Such a project could be a model 
for the use of historic tax credits, the New 
Workforce Housing Fund, and other state and 
federal funding programs that are applicable to 
other buildings within the area.

Beyond funding opportunities, the redevelop-
ment of a site on Essex Street can also serve as 
a model for the cross-pollination of businesses 
opportunities throughout the urban renewal 
area. At a small business meeting earlier in the 
process, participants noted the need for a store 

that sells art and photography supplies to the 
numerous artists in the area. Other opportuni-
ties explored by the LRA and the consultant 
team in response to public input include tying a 
restaurant/retail outlet on Essex Street to manu-
facturing businesses in the mills and in the 
Merrimack Street Corridor, including specialty 
manufacturing and food production. Ground 
floor retail could be supported by office and/or 
residential uses on the upper floors. A catalyst 
project on Essex should follow the designa-
tion of the area as a National Register Historic 
District to allow the use of state and federal tax 
credits to support redevelopment efforts.

The Merrimack Street Corridor is the ideal 
place to encourage light industrial uses. The 
availability of water in this area is among the 
top five communities in the state; trucks have 
easy access along Merrimack Street to I-495 
and thus to Boston and New Hampshire. At 
the state level, there is deep concern about food 
security, availability, and distribution. The Mas-
sachusetts Food System Collaborative (www.
mafoodsystem.org) released its Massachusetts 
Local Food Action Plan in 2015. The state has 

allocated significant funding for the Massachu-
setts Food Trust (www.thefoodtrust.org).  

Tying a food production/manufacturing use in 
the Merrimack Street Corridor with a retail/
distribution use on Essex Street would knit the 
two areas together in an economic partnership 
that is now missing. The Western Massachusetts 
Food Processing Center is a model for such a 
project. Local educational institutions could 
be potential partners, and the local workforce 
could be trained in these job skills as part of the 
emphasis on this economic sector. Groundwork 
Lawrence is another logical partner given their 
work on local food initiatives.  

Project Criteria

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:
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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 one or more of the following criteria:

4. The building or site is in a prominent loca-
tion, either because it is highly visible or 
strategically important within the urban 
renewal area.

5. The project will have sufficient scale to influ-
ence investment in the surrounding area.

6. The design of the project and the proposed 
uses will serve as a visible demonstration for 
the type of development the LRA wants to 
promote within the urban renewal area. 

7. Parcels and/or buildings that are vacant or 
underutilized will be a higher priority than-
those that are economically productive.

8. The development program will offer the LRA 
the opportunity to partner with city and/or 
community groups and institutions.

DEVELOP ADDITIONAL PROJECTS 
THROUGHOUT AREA 

Create a permanent concert venue/stage at 
Pemberton Park and tie to local tourism ef-
forts.

Develop one or more structured parking facili-
ties to support downtown and mill develop-
ment.

Redevelop Merrimack Paper site for light in-
dustrial uses.

Pemberton Park

A proposal to create a permanent concert venue 
at Pemberton Park was a recommendation that 
surfaced during the public process and received 
wide support. Figure 1-11 shows the existing 
parks; an expanded Pemberton Park would ad-
dress the current lack of parks on the west side 
of the urban renewal area. 

Pemberton Park lies on the main north-south 
axis of Amesbury Street, and is a central loca-
tion within the urban renewal area. The pro-
posed lighting of the Casey Bridge and the 

proposed improvements to the Buckley Garage 
would have a direct impact on the attractiveness 
of an expanded park as a geographically central 
place within the area for cultural activities.

Lawrence is fortunate to have many cultural 
events, and some participants expressed concern 
about the impact on Campagnone Common, 
an historic green, which is used to stage the 
regular events. Participants in the public work-
shops identified a number of uses and activities 
they would like to see at Pemberton Park, be-
yond staging for the festivals. Many indicated 
the desire for an outdoor music venue, such as 
the Hatch Shell along the Boston Esplanade. 
People identified facilities for visitors and kiosks 
that could be used for vendors at the festivals as 
other desirable permanent structures.

While capital funding may be available for 
permanent structures and site work, operating 
funds for activities and ongoing maintenance 
may be more of a challenge. Participants were 
eager to have a year-round schedule of activities, 
ranging from tables for chess, ping-pong, and 
other activities to winter activities, such as ice 
skating. Participants were split between wanting 
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a family-friendly park and one that catered to a 
more adult crowd (such as Lawn on D, in the 
Boston waterfront).

A nonprofit organization, either an existing one  
or a new group dedicated to the park, would 
need to work with DCR and the City to devel-
op a budget for both capital needs and the an-
nual operating budget. Groundwork Lawrence, 
already a partner on parks throughout the City, 
should be invited into the conversations on this 
park.  

Additional Parking

Although there are many surface lots and a few 
structured parking garages within the urban re-
newal area, additional parking will be needed 
over time to support two initiatives: 

• Residential development on the upper floors 
along Essex Street

• Additional expansion of businesses along the 
Merrimack Street Corridor

The provision of parking thus becomes a tool 
for revitalization as it can help unlock the re-
development potential of vacant and underuti-
lized properties. Figure 1-2 shows the existing 
parking lots in the area. The implication of this 
significant parking coverage is two-fold: 

• If existing lots are to be developed, then the 
current parking on those lots will have to be 
provided elsewhere

• If a building on a lot without sufficient space 
for on-site parking is developed to its high-
est and best use, the temptation may be to 
demolish an existing adjacent building to 
provide parking for the project

By providing parking facilities at strategic loca-
tions, the LRA and/or the City can encourage 
infill development on existing lots or rehabilita-
tion of historic buildings without the need to 
demolish adjacent properties. The current RGO 
district allows developers to provide parking off 
site by leasing public or other private spaces up 
to 1,000 feet from the lot line of the project.

The key is to target vacant sites that are big 
enough to accommodate a parking lot, deck, or 
garage, and are within walking distance of trans-
portation and other important destinations.  

Merrimac Paper

The Merrimac Paper site had a significant fire 
in January 2014 that destroyed the majority of 
the building. The site is under environmental 
remediation governed by the US Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA), at an initial cost of 
about $2 million. Additional remediation may 
still be necessary.

The property has a significant lien against it 
from the City for both property taxes and fees. 
When the remediation is complete, the site will 
be available for redevelopment, and the parcels 
will be under the control of the City.

The site is a critical link in the proposed rail trail 
as the rail line bisects the site. Any development 
efforts would be in Phase III of this plan.
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Figure 3-1: Location of existing parking garages and quarter-mile walk radius
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3.4 Proposed Regulatory 
Controls
The LRA will work with the City to imple-
ment regulatory actions that will affect property 
owners within the urban renewal area. These 
changes will provide a combination of incen-
tives to encourage property owners to invest 
in their properties and controls on develop-
ment that provide benefits to the community 
in terms of aesthetics and improvements to the 
public realm in both the urban renewal area and 
throughout the City.

The three actions are as follows:

• Undertake zoning changes

• Take advantage of state programs

• Establish design guidelines

UNDERTAKE ZONING CHANGES

Convert the RGO district within the urban 
renewal area to a 40R district and expand to 

include the central/west islands and down-
town west to Broadway; explore potential to 
use 40R payments for homeownership assis-
tance programs.

Create a new Planned Industrial Corridor 
District for the Merrimack Street Corridor.

Link existing landscape ordinance to mitiga-
tion fund for tree planting citywide in connec-
tion with the City’s recently enacted Complete 
Streets policy.

This Urban Renewal Plan proposes three 
changes to the regulatory controls in the urban 
renewal area:

• Upgrade the RGO within the urban re-
newal area to a 40R district and expand the 
boundaries of that district to create a new 
Downtown Smart Growth Overlay (DSGO) 
District

• Establish a new Planned Industrial Develop-
ment District (PIDD) for the Merrimack 
Street Corridor which would focus on light 
industrial and health/medical uses

• Link the existing landscape ordinance to a 
mitigation fund for tree planting

The goal of each of these changes is to improve 
the quality of life for the entire community by 
spreading the benefits from new development 
within the urban renewal area throughout the 
City.

Chapter 40R, often known as Smart Growth, 
is a program that creates financial incentives for 
municipalities to add more affordable housing 
near public transit facilities.  The State provides 
a payment as each new unit is brought online 
within a cap established by legislation. 40R re-
quires a minimum of 20% affordable housing 
units for each new development, minimum res-
idential density per acre, and design standards.  
The City of Lawrence already has one 40R Dis-
trict – the Arlington Mills.

Developers may opt to use the 40R zoning; 
the underlying zoning (B-3 and I-2) remains 
in place. Developers will get relief on parking 
and density in exchange for the affordable units. 
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Figure 3-2: Proposed Zoning Changes and Location of Sites Eligible for Designation as 43D
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Governing.com, a website that aggregates and 
displays data from cities throughout the United 
States, notes the low ownership of cars within 
the city. 26% of households do not own a car; 
the average number of vehicles per household 
is 1.1,* less than the current parking ratios re-
quired by the City.

The second proposed zoning change is the intro-
duction of a new zoning district –  the Planned 
Industrial Development District or PIDD –  
for the Merrimack Street Corridor. The LRA 
would like to encourage those light industrial 
and health/medical uses that  could be attracted 
to the corridor because of the larger lot sizes, 
available vacant land, and easy access from Mer-
rimack Street to I-495 and the wider region. Of 
the five primary industries identified during this 
process –  Food Manufacturing and Production, 
Specialty Manufacturing, Healthcare, Educa-
tion, and Arts and Culture –  the first three are 

target industries for the proposed PIDD. Pro-
posed uses and dimensional standards for the 
PIDD are compatible with these industries, and 
design standards emphasize the focus on new, 
energy-efficient facilities and site design that is 
consistent with the needs of the area and the 
abutting Merrimack River and South Canal.

The final proposed zoning change would be to 
link the requirements of the existing landscape 
ordinance to a mitigation fund for tree plant-
ing. Although the City requires trees to be 
planted as part of a new development, the his-
toric mills were not landscaped originally, and 
trees are not generally required as part of the 
permitting process. However, the City recently 
enacted a Complete Streets policy, and could 
develop a mitigation fund to deposit fees in lieu 
of on-site planting for use in implementing that 
Complete Streets policy throughout the city.

The precise language for each of these changes is 
provided in Appendix H Proposed Text for Zoning 
Changes. The applicable area for each change is 
shown in Figure 3.2.

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF STATE 
PROGRAMS 

Designate a site along the Merrimack Corri-
dor for 43D Expedited Permitting to encour-
age food manufacturing uses. 

The LRA and the City should also consider 
working with one or more property owners 
to establish a site under the legislative require-
ments of Chapter 43D site. Such a site brings 
benefits to both the City and the property own-
er, including joint marketing of the property 
with the state.

Massachusetts General Law Chapter 43D is also 
known as Local Expedited Permitting. The Bak-
er-Polito Administration is reviewing potential 
changes to this regulation. 

The advantage to a developer of participating 
is that local permit reviews and final decisions 
must be accomplished within 180 days and 
both MassDevelopment and MassEcon (Massa-*http://www.governing.com/gov-data/car-ownership-numbers-

of-vehicles-by-city-map.html, last accessed October 27, 2016
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chusetts Alliance for Economic Development) 
will help market the site. 

According to DHCD, Lawrence has one partic-
ipating 43D site at 280-350 Merrimack Street 
(Riverwalk).

MassEcon will market vacancies in their Ready-
Mass 100 site, which lists properties throughout 
Massachusetts that are certified for immediate 
occupancy or development.

Lawrence has three sites listed on the Ready-
Mass 100 site:

• Riverwalk at 280 Merrimack Street

• Everett Mills at 15 Union Street

• 94-104 Glenn Street

The site is http://massecon.com/services/ready-
mass100/.

Developers whose sites meet the criteria (see 
sidebar) should work with the City to decide 
if being designated as a 43D site is appropriate 

and to list their property with the appropriate 
state agencies. Sites on the Merrimack Street 
Corridor are most likely to be eligible for these 
programs, but some of the larger buildings else-
where in the urban renewal area may also be 
eligible.

“Priority development site”, a privately 
or publicly owned property that is: 
(1) eligible under applicable zoning 
provisions, including special permits 
or other discretionary permits, for 
the development or redevelopment 
of a building at least 50,000 square 
feet of gross floor area in new or 
existing buildings or structures; and 
(2) designated as an appropriate 
priority development site by the board. 
Several parcels or projects may 
be included within a single priority 
development site. Wherever possible, 
priority development sites should be 
located adjacent to areas of existing 
development or in underutilized 
buildings or facilities or close to 
appropriate transit services.
  M.G.L. Chapter 43D
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The combination of a change in zoning, the 
LRA as a development partner, and the 43D 
designation could be a catalyst for this area.

ESTABLISH DESIGN GUIDELINES 

Create design guidelines for urban renewal 
district to protect historic properties and ensure 
high-quality development.

The design guidelines in this Urban Renewal 
Plan are split into three categories:

• Those guidelines that apply throughout the 
urban renewal area

• Guidelines that apply only to the Essex 
Street area (the area of the proposed DSGO 
District)

• Guidelines that apply only to the Merrimack 
Street area (the area of the proposed PIDD)

The diagram in Figure 3-3 identifies the loca-
tion of the Essex Street area and the Merrimack 
Street area. The boundary of the Essex Street 
area is the same as the boundary of the proposed 
40R district. The boundary of the Merrimack 

Street area is the same as that of the proposed 
Planned Industrial Development District. The 
design guidelines for the urban renewal area and 
these subdistricts are consistent with the design 
standards proposed as part of the recommended 
zoning changes.

This section includes the text of the design 
guidelines for both the Essex Street and Merri-
mack Street areas and the process for reviewing 
projects that are subject to these guidelines. 

These guidelines are based on the current physi-
cal conditions in the urban renewal area. These 
conditions are discussed in more detail in Sec-
tion 1.6 Urban Design Characteristics. Because 
of the relationship of the urban renewal area to 
the Merrimack River and the canals, the design 
guidelines include techniques for on-site storm-
water management, including Low Impact De-
sign (LID). Please see Section 2.2 Determination 
of Conditions: Decadent Area for a discussion of 
how improper stormwater management con-
tributes to diminished water quality in the Mer-
rimack River.

Urban Design Principles for the City of 
Lawrence

To supplement the proposed design guidelines 
below, the City should consider the following 
actions:

1.  URBAN DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Improve access 
and connectivity while creating design 
gateways into the downtown 

1.1 Redesign roads to improve access 
and connectivity; use the opportu-
nity to create distinctive and attrac-
tive North-South gateways into the 
downtown area (see Figure 3-3)

2. URBAN DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Work with 
property owners to remove billboards 
that detract from overall image and design 
character 

2.1 Work with property owners and ad-
vertising companies to remove some 
of these billboards and improve the 
overall image and design character 
of the downtown
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Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS, AEX, Getmapping, Aerogrid, IGN, IGP, swisstopo, and the GIS User
Community
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Figure 3-3: Areas Subject to Design Guidelines
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Design Inspirations
Essex Street

SOURCE OF IMAGES: THE CECIL GROUP
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Design Inspirations
Merrimack Street

SOURCE OF IMAGES: GOOGLE IMAGES
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Process

The Planning Board of the City of Lawrence 
shall use these design guidelines as part of their 
Site Plan Approval process for all projects within 
the urban renewal area that meet the review cri-
teria. The Site Plan Approval process is outlined 
in Article VIII of the Zoning Ordinance of the 
City of Lawrence.

The Planning Board may request a liaison from 
the LRA and/or the Historical Commission to 
attend the relevant meetings and provide an 
advisory  opinion to the Planning Board as to 
whether the application is consistent with the 
design guidelines.

Applicability to Projects

Within the urban renewal area:

• All renovations of more than 50% of any 
exterior façade visible from public view are 
subject to Site Plan Approval

• All new development projects (demolition 
and new construction or new construction 
on a vacant lot) are subject to Site Plan Ap-
proval

• All projects located north of the Merrimack 
River are subject to the design guidelines for 
Essex Street (see Figure 3.3). These guidelines 
also apply to the proposed DSGO District.

• All projects located south of the Merrimack 
River are subject to the design guidelines for 
the Merrimack Street Corridor (see Figure 
3.3) These guidelines also apply to the pro-
posed PIDD.

Application Requirements

The applicant must submit sufficient additional 
information to indicate how the application is   
in compliance with the design guidelines.

This information shall include, but not be lim-
ited to, the following:

• Narrative indicating how the project meets 
the guidelines

• Exterior elevations

• Project renderings

• 3-D model (physical or computer-generated, 
for larger developments, if appropriate)

• Photographs/Illustrations
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Design Guidelines

The following design guidelines are applicable 
throughout the urban renewal area, except 
where noted. Certain guidelines are only appro-
priate for the Essex Street area and others are 
only appropriate for the Merrimack Street area.

1. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Preserve the archi-
tectural character and design features of 
historic buildings.

1.1 The original architectural character 
and design features of existing his-
toric buildings shall be preserved by 
repairing them or replacing them 
with similar elements and materi-
als; covering and hiding distinctive 
details and design features shall be 
avoided. 

1.2 The shape and massing of new and 
renovated buildings shall provide 
a balance among building height, 
story-height, building width and 
bay width that is compatible with 
those of adjacent buildings, espe-
cially when the existing buildings 

are historic or contribute to the 
historic character of the district.

1.3 Original window patterns and open-
ings shall be preserved or restored in 
the redevelopment of historic build-
ings and buildings that contribute 
to the historic design character of 
the district, including conservation 
and repair to preserve historical trim 
and details.

1.4 Repairs and alterations in historic 
buildings shall not damage or de-
stroy materials, features or finishes 
that are important in defining the 
building’s historic character. 

1.5 Old brick walls and elevations shall 
be cleaned and repointed to restore 
their original quality.

1.6 If sealing or painting is required, 
finishes and colors consistent with 
the building and the district historic 
character shall be used (e.g. the 
Secretary of the Interior’s Standards 
for Historic Preservation). 

2. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Promote harmoni-
ous relationships of placement, massing, 
scale and proportions among neighboring 
buildings, independently of their particu-
lar design style and expression.

2.1 Building massing, scale and propor-
tions shall be complementary to and 
respectful of the form patterns of 
existing buildings in the immedi-
ate vicinity, in order to generate a 
coherent public realm.

2.2 The building massing shall include 
one or more elements that relate 
building massing proportionally: 
articulated building bases through 
a change in material or treatment; 
placement of windows in a regular 
pattern; articulation of building en-
tries with awnings; and façade and 
roof projections (e.g. bay windows, 
balconies, gables, dormers, etc.).

2.3 Architectural details, such as aw-
nings, moldings, vertical piers, pi-
lasters, and the size and location of 
door and window openings shall be 
used to relate the building design to 
the human scale, at least on all sides 
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of a building visible from a street or 
public way.

2.4 If there is a discrepancy greater than 
ten (10) feet between the proposed 
building height and the height pat-
terns of adjacent existing buildings, 
the applicant shall submit design 
proposals for context sensitivity 
based upon articulation of façade, 
building mass, scale, bulk and pro-
portions, or other building massing 
considerations.

2.5 Additions to existing buildings shall 
be set back, treated with a differ-
ent material or incorporated into 
the roofline, in order to diminish 
building mass or to make a building 
more compatible with the design of 
adjacent buildings.

Design Guidelines for Essex Street
2.6 At least two of the following design 

elements shall be repeated in adja-
cent buildings: design treatment at 
the ground level, relative location 
and size of doors and windows, win-

dow style and proportions, location 
of signs, dominant façade material, 
dominant color, cornice lines, and 
dominant roof form.

2.7 Infill buildings shall comply with 
front yard setbacks set by district 
regulations.

2.8 If one or more of the buildings 
adjacent to the proposed develop-
ment are set back at a distance that 
exceeds the minimum front yard 
requirements, then the infill build-
ing shall match the setback from 
the front lot line of the immediately 
adjacent buildings. If the setbacks 
do not match, the infill building 
may match one or the other, or may 
be an average of the two setbacks.

Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
2.9 Mixed-use buildings shall include a 

combination of public uses on the 
ground floor and office or residen-
tial uses on upper floors. Public uses 
may include neighborhood retail, 
health care services, restaurants, 

cafes, art galleries, exhibition space, 
community services, or other uses 
that may promote pedestrian activ-
ity along the street.

2.10 Mixed-use buildings shall be located 
along the front property line with 
their main elevation facing the 
street, in order to allow direct street 
access and visibility to the ground 
floor public uses. 

3. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Articulate building 
elevations with entrances, windows, or 
storefronts at the street level.

3.1 Buildings shall be oriented with 
the primary building façade(s) and 
main entrance(s) facing the primary 
street frontage(s) of the site.

3.2 Building massing and façades shall 
be designed to frame streets and 
public spaces, to provide a sense 
of spatial enclosure, and to define 
street edges.

3.3 Building façades, footprints and 
rooflines shall be articulated, in 
order to vary the streetscape and 
provide visual interest. 
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3.4 Variations in depth and direction of 
exterior wall planes (façades), win-
dow openings, contrasts between 
solid and void, and rhythmical 
patterns of architectural design ele-
ments may be employed to achieve 
the articulation required in 3.3.

3.5 Entrances shall provide a distinctive 
and welcoming composition that is 
integrated into the overall massing 
and design of the building.

3.6 Storefronts in commercial and 
mixed-use buildings shall be ori-
ented to the primary street(s) with 
access, visibility, and transparency 
from streets and public spaces.

3.7 Windows on the ground floor of the 
primary façade of commercial and 
mixed-use buildings shall not use 
mirrored or tinted glass, and shall 
not be obstructed by blinds or solid 
panels.

Design Guidelines for Essex Street
3.8 The use of balconies and stoops in 

residential and mixed-use buildings 
is encouraged where feasible.

3.9 There shall be a direct vertical cor-
respondence between the design of 
the façade of the upper floors and 
the ground level retail façades in 
commercial and mixed-use build-
ings.

3.10 Buildings with commercial use at 
the ground level shall have at least 
40% of the ground floor façade in 
transparent windows and store-
fronts along primary elevations that 
face the street. 

3.11 Buildings with commercial use at 
the ground level shall have at least 
15% of the ground floor façade in 
transparent windows and store-
fronts along secondary elevations 
that face pedestrian alleys or con-
nections.

3.12 Separate access to second story resi-
dential units shall be easily distin-

guished from retail and commercial 
entrances by location and design.

3.13 Building and shop entrances shall 
be recessed to a minimum depth 
equal to the width of the door to 
prevent doors from swinging into 
the sidewalk. 

3.14 Residential and mixed-use buildings 
shall provide adequate privacy for 
on-site residential units and units 
on adjacent properties by placing 
public rooms closer to pedestrian 
ways than private rooms, and using 
streetscape or plantings to screen the 
windows of private areas.

Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
3.15 The length of any continuous wall 

along a building’s façade facing a 
street shall not exceed 40% of the 
façade’s total length, or 60 horizon-
tal feet, whichever is less, without 
incorporating at least two of the 
following: color change, material 
change, texture change, and/or pro-
jections or recesses of storefronts, 
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doors or windows from the wall 
plane (façade).

3.16 Landscaping shall be used to miti-
gate the impact of blank walls on 
the sidewalk and moderate exterior 
temperature and wind.

4. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Promote the use of 
building technologies, materials, and 
methods consistent with the purpose of 
the district. 

4.1 Site and building design concepts 
shall be supportive of green building 
principles, materials and methods, 
in order to promote energy conser-
vation and minimize greenhouse gas 
emissions.

4.2  Building façade exterior materials, 
including architectural trim and 
cladding, shall be of high quality 
and durable, including but not lim-
ited to: stone, brick, wood shingles 
or clapboard, wood trim, metal, 
glass, and integrated or textured 
masonry. 

4.3 Synthetic siding materials and ma-
terials on the façade that are subject 

to deterioration (exterior insulation 
finishing systems, plywood, or plas-
tic) shall be avoided or removed and 
replaced with more durable materi-
als (wood shingles, clapboard, brick, 
or metal).

4.4 Exterior materials shall not include 
vinyl or aluminum siding.

Design Guidelines for Essex Street
 DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Promote the use of 

building technologies, materials, and 
methods consistent with historic preser-
vation and the adaptive reuse of existing 
buildings. 

4.5 Old building façades and storefronts 
shall be renovated in a manner 
consistent with the historic design 
character and the architectural qual-
ity of historic period styles typical 
of Essex Street and the downtown. 

4.6  Uninterrupted, multi-level glazing 
shall not be used as a primary façade 
design treatment.

4.7 Roofing materials visible from pub-
lic sidewalks or streets shall be of 

high quality and durable, including, 
but not limited to: slate, copper, 
ceramic slate tile, or architectural 
asphalt shingle.

Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
 DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Promote the use of 

building technologies, materials, and 
methods reflective of contemporary design 
and innovative architectural expression in 
the design of new buildings.

4.8 Whenever possible, glazing shall 
be used on the exterior façade to 
provide visual openness and to 
highlight manufacturing processes 
and equipment. Such transparency 
should be visible from a place acces-
sible to the public, either a public 
way, plaza or other open space 
provided for public use.

4.9 The redevelopment of vacant and 
underutilized sites shall be pro-
moted with the intent of attracting 
innovative industries and emerging 
technologies that will generate a 
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new image and perception for the 
future of Lawrence.  

4.10 Wherever practical, stormwater 
from roof surfaces of buildings shall 
be infiltrated into the ground either 
by directing runoff to pervious ar-
eas or by directing water to basins 
containing water treatment facili-
ties through the use of green roofs 
or through direct underground 
recharge. 

4.11 Surface runoff shall be directed into 
infiltration-based systems when 
feasible.

4.12 Low-impact design techniques 
(including rain gardens) as con-
tributing landscape elements of 
the site drainage and stormwater 
management systems shall be used 
to reduce stormwater runoff from 
sites adjacent to the Merrimack 
River and the North and South 
Canals.

4.13 Building façade exterior materials, 
may also include sustainable cement 
masonry board products. 

4.14 Roof materials may include standing 
seam roof panels.

5. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Coordinate sign de-
sign, type, and location to avoid visual 
clutter.

5.1 Sign design, types, and location 
within a building façade shall be 
coordinated to avoid redundancy 
and cluttering of competing infor-
mation, while promoting a harmo-
nious relationship between signage 
and architectural design elements.

5.2 Zones for the location of signs 
shall be established on the front 
of the building in a manner that 
fits within the main compositional 
elements and proportions of the 
façade (e.g. sign bands or awnings 
that fit between vertical elements 
such as columns or pilasters, and 
other determined locations on the 
building façade). 

5.3 Signs displaying business or product 
names and logos shall be directly 
associated with the principal service 
or products of the establishment.

5.4 Signs shall present a clear message 
and be well-designed to comple-
ment the architectural character of 
the building in style and placement.

5.5 Building signs shall have simple 
geometric shapes with two or three 
colors to complement the colors of 
the building. 

Design Guidelines for Essex Street
5.6 Signs on storefronts shall be located 

at the same height on the building 
façade, preferably on a sign band or 
with awnings.

5.7 A sign band shall be a space clearly 
defined by architectural elements, 
trim or moldings, where signs may 
be placed above the storefront win-
dows. 

5.8 Signs and awnings on a single 
building shall be consistent in size, 
profile, location, material, color 
and design; they may not obscure 
important architectural details by 
crossing over pilasters, or covering 
windows or trim elements.
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5.9 Window signs, such as informa-
tional signs (e.g. hours of opera-
tion, sales info, etc.) shall be either 
high quality vinyl die cut letters or 
painted directly onto the glass. 

5.10 All window signs combined, includ-
ing temporary signs, should not 
cover more than 10% of the total 
glass area.

5.11 Projecting signs shall be allowed 
only for retail uses, and shall convey 
information in a unique and artistic 
way, using images that convey the 
goods or services provided at the 
premises.

5.12 Projecting signs shall hang below the 
sill height of the second floor, or the 
roof cornice (whichever is lower).

5.13 Projecting signs shall not be lower 
than eight (8) feet or project more 
than five (5) feet.

5.14 Signs located above the building top 
cornice or roofline shall be avoided.

Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
5.15 Ground signs shall use durable 

and high quality materials, such as 
wood, metal, and stone piers. 

5.16 Attractive landscaping shall be pro-
vided around the base of a ground 
sign in order to enhance its image 
and surroundings. 

5.17 Single pole signs, and the use of 
exposed structural supports for 
freestanding signs, shall be avoided.

5.18 Neon and flashing signs are prohib-
ited.

5.19 Ground-mounted flag and banner 
signs are prohibited.

6. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Consolidate mechani-
cal equipment away or screened from pub-
lic view. 

6.1 HVAC systems shall be consoli-
dated throughout the building to 
integrate and optimize the use of 
energy. HVAC equipment shall be 
placed on the rooftop, out of sight 
or screened from public view.

6.2 If consolidation is not possible, the 
design of the roof, façade or store-
front shall conceal appliances from 
public vantage points.

Design Guidelines for Essex Street
6.3 Roll-up security doors and shut-

ters shall be placed behind the 
storefront, or storefronts shall be 
designed to conceal rolling security 
screens within architectural design 
elements such as soffits or encase-
ments. 

Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
6.4 Decorative walls, evergreen foliage, 

shrubs, fencing or other view-ob-
structing materials shall be used to 
conceal site mechanical, electrical, 
communications equipment and 
meters from public view.

6.5 New site utilities (except stormwater 
and wastewater treatment facilities 
that require above-grade access) 
shall be installed underground.



3-27

3. OBJECTIVES

LAWRENCETBD URBAN RENEWAL PLAN

7. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Create outdoor sitting 
areas and landscaped parking lot edges to 
enhance the pedestrian environment. 

7.1 Sites and parking edges shall be 
landscaped to create green areas 
and landscape buffers that screen 
the view of parked vehicles from 
the street.

7.2 Design amenities, such as outdoor 
sitting areas, fences, benches or 
trees, shall be included to make the 
site more attractive and enhance the 
pedestrian environment.

7.3 Bicycle racks shall be provided on-
site at locations that may attract 
customers and visitors, such as the 
sidewalks in front of mixed-use 
buildings. 

Design Guidelines for Essex Street
7.4 Brick, granite, or unit pavers shall 

be used to enhance the character of 
sidewalks, pathways, and outdoor 
sitting areas. 

7.5 When employed, unit pavers shall 
be selected and set in a manner that 

limits uneven surfaces or joints that 
would become an impediment to 
accessibility.

7.6 Bicycle storage facilities for residents 
shall be incorporated into the design 
of new residential and mixed-use 
buildings.

Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
7.7 New construction and site infra-

structure shall reinforce a network 
of continuous, convenient, and 
safe pedestrian connections along 
sidewalks to and from all pedestrian 
entrances.

7.8 Projects that include more than one 
building in their site plan shall de-
sign an internal circulation network 
incorporating walking, bicycling, 
and driving. Motor vehicle circula-
tion shall be designed to avoid con-
flicts with pedestrians and bicycles.

7.9 Driveways, bikeways, sidewalks, and 
pedestrian paths shall incorporate 
appropriate lighting, landscaping, 
and signage. 

8. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Ensure that exterior 
illumination is the minimum required 
for pedestrian and vehicular safety, while 
protecting neighboring properties from 
glare and light overspill. 

8.1 Outdoor illuminating devices, light-
ing practices, and systems which 
minimize light pollution and con-
serve energy, while also maintaining 
reasonable nighttime safety and 
security, shall be used.

8.2 Site lighting shall be set at a low 
luminaire height (bottom of fix-
ture not higher than 12-14 feet for 
pedestrian areas, and 18-20 feet for 
parking lots).

8.3 Light fixtures shall be of the “cut-
off ” variety, projecting all light 
down towards the pavement (less 
than 90 degrees from the vertical 
line).

8.4 Decorative fixtures do not need to 
be of the cut-off variety, but shall 
be equipped with interior reflectors 
or shields that directs light at the 
desired target.
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8.5 The use of LED fixtures and solar-
powered lights shall be used when-
ever possible.

9. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Locate parking and 
loading areas behind buildings.

9.1 Parking areas shall be located on the 
interior of blocks, behind buildings, 
or at the rear of sites, away from 
prominent site edges, public spaces, 
and streets.

9.2 Parking areas visible from the street 
shall be screened from street view 
by fences, gates, walls, landscap-
ing, permanent planters, hedges or 
combinations of these elements.

9.3 Loading and dumpster areas shall 
be located to the rear or side of 
buildings, whenever possible, and 
shall be screened from public view 
by landscape buffers, fences, walls, 
or a combination of thereof.

Design Guidelines for Essex Street
9.4 Structured parking or parking either 

sub-grade or on the first level of 
multi-family buildings shall be used 

where feasible, in order to minimize 
impervious surfaces and reduce the 
overall impact of parking lots.

9.5 When structured parking is incor-
porated into residential buildings, 
it shall be properly screened from 
public view by publicly accessible 
ground floor uses and designed to 
complement the building façade 
and the adjacent streetscape.

9.6 Large parking lots are discouraged, 
but where necessary, they shall in-
corporate landscaping in the form 
of trees or vegetated aisles or swales, 
and include safe passage for pedes-
trians across and along the side of 
parking areas. 

9.7 The combined minimum size for 
vegetated aisles shall be no less than 
5% of the entire parking lot area.

9.8 Whenever a site has frontage on 
more than one street, parking and 
garage entrances shall be located on 
a secondary road or traveled way.

 Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
9.10 Loading areas and service entrances 

shall be located to the rear or the 
side of the building, and adequate 
space and clearances shall be pro-
vided for the maneuvering of trucks 
and delivery vehicles.

9.11 Landscape buffers shall include at 
least two of the following compo-
nents: evergreens, deciduous trees, 
shrubs, berms, fences, green walls, 
and decorative walls.

10. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Improve sidewalks to 
provide universal access (ADA).

10.1 All site planning and building 
design for new construction and 
alterations shall comply with the 
requirements of the American with 
Disabilities Act (ADA Standards for 
Accessible Design) and the Massa-
chusetts Architectural Access Board.

10.2 Sidewalks shall be built in places 
where they are missing, and exten-
sions added to widen stretches of 
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sidewalk that prevent universal ac-
cess according to ADA standards. 

Design Guidelines for Merrimack Street
10.3 Sidewalks in front of buildings with 

commercial or public use on the 
ground floor shall have a minimum 
width of eight feet (8’) and include 
pedestrian amenities such as trees or 
decorative planters.

10.4 Curb cuts shall be minimized and 
combined whenever possible into 
one main access point per property, 
depending on needs for truck and 
emergency access. 

10.5 Curb cuts and driveways of adjacent 
properties may be combined into 
one shared access point, subject to 
design review.

10.6 In general, curb cuts shall not ex-
ceed twenty-four feet (24’) in width 
measured at the point of tangency 
with the driveway curb radius.

11. DESIGN PRINCIPLE: Landscape sites for 
pedestrian comfort, visual attractiveness, 
and management of stormwater.

11.1 The provision of trees and other 
landscape material shall be governed 
by Article XIII Landscape Regula-
tions for Land Development Projects 
of the City's Zoning Ordinance, as 
amended.

11.2 Stormwater management shall 
conform to the Stormwater Man-
agement Policies of the Common-
wealth of Massachusetts Depart-
ment of Environmental Protection, 
the stormwater management stan-
dards of the City of Lawrence, and 
the requirements of the Consent 
Decree  between the United States 
Environmental Protection Agency 
and the City of Lawrence.
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Source Image: Google Maps

Application of Design Guidelines
Essex Street

BEFORE

AFTER

Source Image: Google Maps / Photoshop by The Cecil Group
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BEFORE

Application of Design Guidelines
Merrimack Street Corridor

AFTER

Source Image: The Cecil Group

Source Image: and Photoshop by The Cecil Group
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3.5 Other Regulatory Actions 
The LRA will work with the City and other 
partners to implement other actions that have 
regulatory implications – the creation of a Na-
tional Register Historic District to cover the gap 
along Essex Street and the modification of the 
permitting process to make it more navigable 
and transparent, particularly for smaller busi-
nesses.

CREATE AN ESSEX STREET 
HISTORIC DISTRICT

Commission historic district study and prepare 
federal historic district application for Essex 
Street. 

The Downtown Lawrence Historic District (list-
ed on the National Register of Historic Places) 
covers only a portion of Essex Street. Figure 3-4 
indicates where the gap is between the existing 
patchwork of districts with a dashed yellow line 

and fill. This area should be evaluated to see if it 
is eligible for inclusion in the National Register. 

The historic character of Essex Street and the 
mills is important for many reasons: as a visual 
reminder of the community’s shared past, as a 
contributing factor to the sense of place that de-
fines great spaces, and as an economic asset that 
has value to, among others, the film industry 
and tourism. Recent filming in Lawrence in-
cludes movies directed by Ben Affleck (“Live by 
Night” in 2015) and Kathryn Bigelow (untitled 
movie in 2016). 

Establishing an historic district would allow 
property owners to apply for Federal Historic 
Preservation Tax Credits and the Massachusetts 
Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit (the “federal 
tax credit” and “state tax credit”) to help them 
rehabilitate their buildings. The federal tax 
credit is 20% on the rehabilitation of income-
producing historic buildings. The state tax 
credit has been extended to December 31, 2022 
and there is an annual cap of $50 million. The 
state tax credit may be up to 20% of the Quali-

fied Rehabilitation Expenses and Total Project 
Costs.

A number of larger projects in Lawrence have 
been recipients of the Massachusetts Historic 
Rehabilitation Tax Credit, including the follow-
ing:

• The Wood Worsted Mill

• Washington Mill

• Union Crossing

• Duck Mill

• Pacific Mills

To be eligible for both tax credits, the develop-
ment must meet the Secretary of the Interior’s 
Standards for Rehabilitation. This will benefit 
the community by upgrading the exteriors of 
the buildings and will address many of the ex-
isting design problems noted earlier.

Additional information about the federal tax 
credit can be found at: http://www.nps.gov/his-
tory/hps/tps/tax/. Additional information about 
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Figure 3-4: Possible boundary of proposed National Register Historic District

Source: Esri, DigitalGlobe, GeoEye, Earthstar Geographics, CNES/Airbus DS, USDA, USGS, AEX, Getmapping, Aerogrid, IGN, IGP, swisstopo, and the GIS User
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the state tax credit can be found here: https://
www.sec.state.ma.us/mhc/mhctax/taxidx.htm.

Should the City choose to make a new or ex-
panded district a local historic district, the City 
could have additional controls over what hap-
pens to historic buildings within the area. This 
level of control would benefit the community 
by protecting the historic assets that contribute 
to the unique sense of place that grew out of 
Lawrence’s history as a planned city.

Steps to consider this area as an historic district 
will include taking an inventory of the area. The 
information found in this plan and the Appen-
dices can contribute to this effort.

More information about creating a National 
Register District can be found here: https://
www.nps.gov/nr/publications/guidance.htm.

REFINING THE PERMITTING 
PROCESS

Prepare a bilingual guide to zoning, design 
guidelines, and permitting requirements in the 
urban renewal area. 

Establish a process for convening a one-stop 
pre-permitting meeting with City Boards/
Commissions and Department Heads to re-
view larger projects proposed in the District 
and provide feedback to project proponents.

In order to make the process of obtaining build-
ing permits and development approval easier, 
especially for developers of smaller projects, this 
plan recommends two actions:

• Creating a bilingual guide (English and 
Spanish) to the permitting and development 
process in the City

• Standardizing a coordinated pre-application 
meeting with department heads and City 
Boards and Commissions

Both actions would improve the efficiency, 
transparency and predictability of the regula-
tory process. Both of these initiatives would be 
led by City staff with the participation of the 
relevant elected officials.
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3.6 760 CMR 12.02 (7): 
Public Improvements 
The public improvements envisioned for the ur-
ban renewal area support the goals expressed in 
the vision statement that are related to increased 
economic development and quality of life.

The proposed improvements reflect input from 
members of the public and initiatives already 
undertaken by the City; such initiatives are 
indications of the City’s current priorities. A 
primary goal of these public improvements is 
to strengthen the connections across the Mer-
rimack River, recognizing the importance of 
Amesbury Street as a connecting element be-
tween Essex Street to the north and the Mer-
rimack Street corridor to the south.

The  proposed improvements are as follows:

• Improve the pedestrian experience 

• Establish a new MVRTA Shuttle Loop

Where the river was once the center of eco-
nomic engine of the City, it is now seen as a 
barrier. Improving the pedestrian experience 
and the vehicular circulation throughout the 
urban renewal area will encourage people to see 
the Merrimack River as the central core of the 
district rather than a barrier to be crossed. The 
Casey Bridge is recognized by this plan as the 
link between the center of the downtown and 
the center of the Merrimack Street area; and as 
an access point to Pemberton Park. Public input 
has identified an expanded Pemberton Park as a 
central destination between the areas north and 
south of the river. 

IMPROVE THE PEDESTRIAN 
EXPERIENCE

Design and install new lighting and/or public 
art on the Casey (Amesbury Street) Bridge.

Paint and clean Buckley Garage façade.

Create an attractive walking loop that links 
the North and South Canals.

Link the proposed Rail Tail to other pedestrian 
and bicycle improvements.

Construct streetscape improvements through-
out the urban renewal area in the long term 
and along Merrimack and Amesbury Streets 
in the short term.

Pedestrian improvements are critical to ensur-
ing the north-south movement of people across 
the Merrimack River and canals. The Duck 
Bridge and the Broadway Bridge have already 
been improved. The Casey Bridge is an impor-
tant link between the north and the south of 
the river and becomes a critical piece of the pro-
posed North Canals/South Canal walking loop. 
Amesbury Street would be a logical connecting 
route and tie into the City’s reapplication for 
the TIGER grant. Another cross-river link may 
be the rail trail that is  under consideration as 
part of the Manchester Rail Corridor Brownfields 
Area-Wide Plan. 
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ESTABLISH A NEW MVRTA SHUTTLE 
LOOP

Establish a new MVRTA shuttle loop connect-
ing train station, bus terminal, public parking 
facilities, downtown Lawrence and Merri-
mack Street corridor.

The City has already begun investigating the 
possibility of a shuttle loop between the Buckley 
Transportation Center (bus) and the McGovern 
Transportation Center (rail). This proposed 
loop, which could also connect other stops in 
the urban renewal area, would be a valuable 
addition to public transportation in the urban 
renewal area.  

Members of the CAC explored possible routes 
for the shuttle; these routes are shown in Figure 
3-5.
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3.7 760 CMR 12.02 (6): 
Site Preparation
Section 760 CMR 12.02(6) requires that mea-
sures to address environmental conditions, 
including hazardous materials, likely flooding, 
and any other specific land protection problems, 
should be identified in this section. There are 
few vacant lots within the urban renewal area. 
Most anticipated development is likely to be re-
habilitation or renovation of existing buildings 
or infill development. However, there are some 
vacant areas of land, particularly to the south of 
the Merrimack River, that may be developed in 
the future. 

This plan anticipates that smaller parcels may be 
assembled by developers and the buildings and 
site cleared prior to redevelopment.  

The location of these parcels in an urban envi-
ronment suggests the presence of those hazard-
ous materials that are standard with older build-

ing stock (see Figure 2-4) – lead paint, asbestos, 
and the build-up of material related to previous 
uses, such as fuel spills. Rehabilitation and reno-
vation activities will need to address these con-
ditions, as will redevelopment activities when a 
building and site are being cleared for reuse.

Certain brownfields have been identified within 
the urban renewal area, and these brownfields 
are in different states of remediation. The most 
obvious example is the Merrimac Paper prop-
erty, the site of a fire and subsequent, and ongo-
ing, remediation efforts. Figure 2-1 provides the 
location of known brownfield sites.

Brownfields have different required levels of 
remediation depending on the proposed use of 
the site, with residential uses generally requir-
ing a higher level of remediation than industrial 
uses. The cost of remediation for potential de-
velopment within the urban renewal area will 
therefore depend on both the level of contami-
nation and the proposed future use.

Flooding is also a problem. Figure 2-2 shows 
the boundaries of the flood zones in the ur-
ban renewal area. The properties and buildings 
along the Merrimack River are at risk of damage 
from flood waters. Redevelopment of properties 
within these zones must address these condi-
tions to prevent future blighted conditions as a 
result of flood damage and accompanying prob-
lems, such as the growth of mold on susceptible 
surfaces. The walls that define the North and 
South Canals should be monitored to evaluate 
their impact on flooding from leaks in the canal 
walls in the area. Figure  2-3 identifies the build-
ings that abut the canals.
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