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Message from MV CEDS Chair  
 

 

Greetings, and welcome to the Merrimack Valley Planning Commission’s 2018-2023 Comprehensive 
Economic Development Strategy: Embracing Resilience and Equity for a More Prosperous Merrimack 
Valley. 

By most standards, the Merrimack Valley is indeed a 

prosperous part of the world, and an ideal place to 

live, work, and raise a family.  Wages, employment, 

and levels of education are generally high; and we 

enjoy a rich history and culture, beautiful landscapes, 

abundant natural resources, and unique, thriving cities 

and towns. 

Yet, as we have experienced in recent years, this 

prosperity can be quickly endangered by sudden 

changes in the economy, natural disasters, and other 

unexpected events; and not everyone enjoys the 

same access to opportunity and resources.  Within our 

communities, there are many still struggling with 

poverty, homelessness, hunger, inadequate 

education, and access to good jobs. 

This Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) aims to build on the Merrimack Valley’s 

tremendous assets in order to make us even stronger, more resilient in the face of challenges, and 

more equitable, offering the opportunity for everyone to enjoy the quality of life our region is known for. 

Developed through a year-long process engaging business and community leaders in all fifteen cities 

and towns the MVPC serves, this CEDS features emergency and environmental recovery plans; 

support for area manufacturing; protection strategies for natural resources; a strong focus on improving 

regional transportation; a more active role in workforce development; goals for strengthening city and 

town centers, still the heart of our New England communities; and more. 

It is an ambitious roadmap for the future designed by and for ambitious, hard-working, proud residents 

of this remarkable corner of the world. 

 

Lane Glenn 

 

Chair, MVPC Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) Committee & 
President, Northern Essex Community College 
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Introduction 
 
The Merrimack Valley Planning Commission (MVPC) serves 15 communities in the northeastern corner 
of Massachusetts along the Merrimack River.  MVPC’s mission is “to foster community and 
collaboration in addressing common, regional concerns to improve the general welfare of all our 
residents, with the greatest efficiency, economy and coordination possible.”  Since the 1970s, MVPC 
has served as the designated liaison for the Merrimack Valley Economic Development District (EDD) by 
the U.S. Economic Development Administration (EDA) of the Department of Commerce.  EDA is the 
primary economic development agency for the federal government, and works with EDDs throughout 
the country to promote regional cooperation and economic prosperity. 

In keeping with the EDD designation, MVPC prepares a Comprehensive Economic Development 
Strategy (CEDS), a blueprint for growing a regional, collaborative economy.  It is meant to be a living 
document, updated annually and fully revisited every five years.  The CEDS features a description of 
regional economic conditions, presents key demographics and sets forth an action plan for the future.  
EDA looks to the CEDS when deciding on strategic investments to fund.  MVPC uses the CEDS 
process to identify and prioritize issues and opportunities that can be addressed with the appropriate 
technical assistance and resources, and which partners we can engage to accomplish this.   

We are proud to report that the 2018 
MV CEDS brought together more 
than 80 diverse stakeholders, from 
the public and private sectors to 
develop an action plan around four 
emerging themes: City/Town 
Centers, Manufacturing, 
Natural/Cultural Resources and 
Transportation. 

This process created and 
strengthened partnerships, enhanced 
cooperation, and fostered both public 
and private “buy-in” and enthusiasm.  
Our stakeholders are already serving 
as ambassadors in advancing the 
strategies put forth in this plan, which 
were carefully developed through 
numerous working sessions held over 
a 12-month period. 

The MVPC region is home to public and private sector leaders, institutions of higher learning, 
solopreneurs, small start-ups and thriving, large business alike – all working to enhance our economic 
prosperity through innovative practices in workforce development, housing, green and clean 
technologies, adaptive reuse, marketing and community engagement.  MVPC will continue to promote 
these efforts and provide an ongoing forum for individuals and organizations from diverse backgrounds 
to collaborate on shared goals for the region.  We welcome and appreciate the insight, expertise and 
assistance of all those who helped in the crafting of this document, and look forward to working 
collaboratively on the key projects and actions to accomplish the goals and objectives set forth herein to 
create a more resilient, equitable Merrimack Valley. 

  

MV 
CEDS

City/Town 
Centers

Manufacturing 
Natural/Cultural 

Resources

Transportation
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MV CEDS Accomplishments Since 2013 
 
The 2013 Merrimack Valley Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (MV CEDS) set three 

primary goals for moving the region forward: 1) Develop and Promote a Strong, Diversified and 

Sustained Regional Economy; 2) Identify and Support the Region’s Priority Development Areas and 

Priority Preservation Areas; and 3) Strengthen the Connection Between Relevant Workforce 

Development and Industry Needs. The MV CEDS also presented clear tactical objectives addressing 

those goals and created a precise action plan on which to move forward. The following are the key 

objectives of the 2013 CEDS, followed by the actions that were taken to meet the specific objective. 

Support New and Expanding Firms 

• Collaborated with UMass Lowell iHub and 
the Greater Haverhill Chamber of 
Commerce to organize the first Mass 
Innovation Night in the Merrimack Valley, 
showcasing innovative, new start-ups from 
around the region. 

• Created a Valley Support Team program to 
assist communities with their economic and 
community development needs.  

• Created a Priority Development (PDA) Task 
Force to market key PDAs in the region. 

• Assisted communities with expedited, pre-
permitting of sites to remove barriers to 
development and redevelopment projects. 

 
Encourage Innovation and Cluster Development 
• Increased awareness of established and 

emerging industry clusters in the 2014 
Merrimack Valley Industry Cluster Report.  

• Provided gap loans to small businesses 
through the EDA-funded Merrimack Valley 
Economic Development Loan Fund. Since 
2013, the Merrimack Valley Economic 
Development Corporation provided four 
loans totaling $914,000. Loan amounts 
ranged from $115,000 to $250,000 and 
went to diverse businesses such as a 
commercial bakery and a janitorial 
company. 
 

Promote Regional Identity 
• Leveraged national best practices and new 

and existing partnerships to expand the 
“Means Business” campaign beyond a site 
selection finder to include resources 
available to businesses and individuals. 

• Completed Phase I and launched Phase II 
of the Merrimack Valley Region Marketing 
Campaign to rebrand the region with a new 
logo, tagline and website: Merrimack Valley: 
Here for the Making.  

Foster Tourism through the Enhancement and 
Protection of the Region’s Natural Resources 
and Historic Structures 

• Promoted and helped to protect the region’s 
open spaces and historic structures by 
identifying Priority Preservation Areas 
(PPAs). Recommended that communities 
adopt demolition delay ordinances and held 
Historic Preservation workshops. 

• Supported and encouraged local farming by 
helping communities start local farmers 
markets. Identified PPAs, many of which are 
farmland. Hosted a workshop on how to 
preserve farmland.  

• Promoted opportunities for artists and other 
creative economy participants by 
encouraging the creation of Cultural 
Districts, including downtown Haverhill. 

 
Direct Investment to Priority Development 
Areas and Town Centers  
• Updated the Merrimack Valley Priority 

Growth Strategy which established new 
Priority Development Areas in the region. 

• Assisted communities with zoning updates 
to encourage mixed-use development in city 
and town centers. Assisted in creating 
Smart Growth (40R) Districts, including the 
City of Methuen. 

• Increased local board training on permitting 
and smart growth by hosting Citizen Planner 
Training Collaborative trainings every year. 

• Continued MVPC’s Brownfields 
Remediation Program, which includes 
assessment and cleanup of contaminated 
sites in town and city centers.         

• Collaborated with the Merrimack Valley 
Regional Transit Authority to offer additional 
transportation routes, especially to the 
region’s major employment and retail 
centers. 
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Establish a Proactive Residential Development 
Plan   

• Promoted Traditional Neighborhood 
Development (TND) housing principles at 
Regional Planning Director’s meetings and 
in the Priority Growth Strategy. 

• Promote local funding for open space 
protection and creation of affordable 
housing using Community Preservation Act 
(CPA) funds at workshops and Planning 
Directors Luncheons. 

• Developed Housing Production Plans for 14 
communities in the region and nearing 
completion of a first-of-its-kind in the state 
Regional Housing Plan. 

 
Encourage Low Impact Development 
Techniques, Green Building Design, and 
Alternative Energy Uses 
• Helped communities create more 

sustainable housing/commercial 
development standards and advocated for 
stormwater ordinances and education at 
forums and Planners Luncheons. 

• Assisted communities in seeking 
Massachusetts Green Communities 
Program designation through grant 
applications and data collection and 
analysis. 

• Secured an Energy Services Company to 
install clean energy systems and promoted 
the Massachusetts Clean Energy Center’s 
programs at regular meetings and through 
social media postings. 

  
Change Public Perception of Certain Critical 
Industries in the Region 
• Promoted employment opportunities and 

education/skill requirements in the critical 
and emerging industries to a wide 
constituency by discussing this issue at 
public forums and events. 

• Became a member of the Urban 
Manufacturing Alliance (UMA) to gain 
access to essential manufacturing 
resources, including UMA’s national Sewn 
Trades Community of Practice. 
Represented the Merrimack Valley at UMA’s 
Seattle Gathering and as a speaker at local 
workshops.  

• Received EDA grant funds to create a 
Lawrence Textile Innovation Center 
Feasibility Study (Lawrence fabRIC Project) 

to better understand the textile industry and 
promote its expansion and recalibration in 
Lawrence and the entire region. 

 
Close the Gaps in Workforce Development 
Training 
• Worked with the Merrimack Valley 

Workforce Investment Board (MVWIB), 
Technical High Schools and Northern Essex 
Community College to develop programs 
and trainings to meet the specialized skill 
needs of employers struggling to find 
qualified workers. MVPC now serves on the 
Board of Directors of the MVWIB. 

 

Increase Career Enhancement Opportunities   
• Worked with the MVWIB to develop and 

fund training for incumbent workers that 
support career advancement and wage 
gains, including increased English language 
training for adult learners 

• Conducted an Access to Jobs Survey to 
begin matching public transportation routes 
and times with the needs of workers and 
employers. 

 

Greater Lawrence Technical School and Protect the 
Force meet to discuss alignments in textile training 
and manufacturing. Source: Francisco Martinez 
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The Data 
 

The Merrimack Valley has experienced growth and change over the past 10-15 years, including our 

population, household composition, housing costs, access, jobs, labor force, recreational opportunities 

and options for arts and culture. The data below provides a snapshot of the changes this region has 

experienced, and lays out the foundation for the four emerging themes and resulting visions, objectives 

and strategies for creating a more adaptable region that embraces diversity and equity at its core. 

Population   

According to the 2015 

American Community 

Survey, the Merrimack 

Valley’s population was 

about 346,521. Since 2000, 

the region’s population has 

increased 8.7%. By 2030, it 

is projected that the region 

will experience a similar 

increase of about 8.5% to 

approximately 375,984 

people. This is slightly higher 

than the projected growth in 

Essex County (8%) and the 

State of Massachusetts 

(7.8%).  

 

 

This increase needs to be 

considered as we continue to 

ensure there are quality jobs for 

residents located in the region. 

This issue will be explored again 

when we analyze where 

residents work in and outside 

the region.   

 

The majority of the 346,521 

residents are concentrated in 

three cities in the region: 

Lawrence, Haverhill and 

Methuen (in that order). Nearly 

20% of the population resides in 

the Towns of North Andover and 

Andover, with the remainder 

located in the region’s smaller 

cities and towns.  

 

318,646 330,836
346,521

362,045 375,984 383,344

CENSUS 2000 CENSUS 2010 ESTIMATE 2015 PROJECTION 

2020

PROJECTION 

2030

PROJECTION 

2035

P
o

p
u

la
ti
o

n

Merimack Valley Region Population Growth
Source:  U.S. Decennial Census, 2000 and 2010; UMASS Donahue Institute 

Age Sex Details, 2013; 2011-2015 American Community Survey, S0101 
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Throughout the region and 

state, our population is getting 

older. Between 2010 and 

2035, it is projected that the 

population over 65 years of 

age will nearly double from 

12% to 23%. That increase 

will be reflected as a decrease 

in the population under the 

age of 19. Between 2010 and 

2035, the population under 19 

will decrease from 28% to 

24%. This translates into 

more people aging out of the 

workforce and fewer of them 

entering. As we consider the 

number and type of jobs that 

we need in this region, we 

must keep in mind the 

population and how to 

accommodate these 

fluctuations in the age of our 

workforce. 

 

Housing 

Housing and economic development 

are connected. We need quality, 

accessible, affordable housing to 

attract both employees and 

employers to this region. This section 

will cover the types of housing units, 

income, cost, and affordability gaps in 

the region. This information is 

primarily taken from the Merrimack 
Valley Regional Housing Plan, which 

analyzed data from the 2011-2015 

American Community Survey. 

There is a total of 134,083 housing 

units in the region to accommodate 

346,521 residents. The mix of 

housing in the Merrimack Valley is 

primarily ownership, with 63% owner-

occupied units versus 37% renter. Of 

those units, 57% are single-family 

units (detached and attached) and 

42% are multi-family (2+ units). Most 

of the multi-family dwellings (31%) are 

3+ units, however only 9% of them 

are larger developments over 20+ units.   

1-Unit, 
Detached

49%

1-Unit, 
Attached

8%

2-Unit
11%

3-19 Units
22%

20+ Units
9%

Mobile 
Homes

1%

HOUSING UNIT TYPES IN THE MERRIMACK 
VALLEY

SOURCE: 2011-2015 AMERICAN COMMUNITY SURVEY
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The median income for the Merrimack Valley is $75,532. Ten of the fifteen communities in the region 

surpass that median income, as shown in the chart below, with several of them coming close to 

doubling the median income (notably Andover, West Newbury and Boxford).  

When comparing owner income versus renter income, there is a discrepancy between the two tenures 

which is experienced throughout Essex County and the State of Massachusetts. Renters tend to have 

lower incomes than owners, but the Merrimack Valley has a larger difference than the other 

geographies, with owner income at $115,392 and renter at $34,997, as shown in the table below. 

 

Median Income by Tenure, 2015 

Tenure 
Merrimack 

Valley Region* 
Essex County MA 

Owner Occupied $104,451 $95,660 $92,207 

Renter Occupied $34,997 $35,254 $37,780 

Source: 2011-2015 ACS Estimates, Table B25119. *Note: Regional median incomes are the 

weighted mean of estimated median income of the 15 towns and cities in the region. 

 

The median home sales price for the Merrimack Valley region is $390,000. As shown in the chart 

below, median home prices for the fifteen communities range from $262,000 in Haverhill to $606,500 in 

Boxford. The large cities in the region fall below the median sales price, while the smaller towns and 

one city (Newburyport) surpass that by over $100,000 in some cases.  
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When analyzing the 

overall median income of 

residents in the region 

with the median sales 

prices, we see gaps in 

every community, except 

Georgetown. The gaps 

are a measurement of the 

difference between what 

residents are making and 

what homes are selling 

for. For example, the 

difference between the 

2016 median sales price 

and the median 

household income in 

Newburyport is about 

$187,000. However, in 

Georgetown, the median 

income is higher than the median sales price by $21,000. See the chart below for the gaps in other 

communities. Although these are medians, it is indicative of a mismatch between the cost of housing 

and what residents earn in the region. This mismatch can result in housing cost burdens,1 force 

employees to find housing outside the region creating long commutes and congestion, or result in 

employees and employers finding alternative places to live, work, and do business. In order for us to 

remain competitive and ensure quality of life for everyone, we need to bridge this gap as a region.  

 

 

 

 

                                                   
1 When housing costs exceed 30% of gross income on housing costs, a household is considered “cost burdened.” When 

housing costs exceed 50% a household’s monthly income, the household is “severely cost burdened.”  

Least 
affordable 

Most affordable 



11 
 

 

 

Employment and Wages 

Lawrence has far and away more business establishments than any other community in the region. 

Andover tops the list with the most employees, with Lawrence a close second.  Total wages and 

average weekly wage are highest in Andover.   

 

Establishments, Employment Counts, Monthly and Total Wages for Merrimack Valley Communities 

 

Community 
Number of 

Establishments 
Average Monthly 

Employment Total Wages 
Average 

Weekly Wage 

Amesbury 538 5,029 $61,849,868 $946  

Andover 1,223 31,119 $798,401,828 $1,974 

Boxford 184 1,019 $12,558,582 $948  

Georgetown 239 2,716 $31,089,872 $881  

Groveland 153 1,286 $17,099,495 $1,023  

Haverhill 1,639 20,957 $229,483,559 $842  

Lawrence 3,355 29,236 $350,429,669 $922  

Merrimac 126 869 $8,543,025 $756  

Methuen 1,337 16,335 $172,807,696 $814  

Newbury 194 1,633 $17,748,235 $836  

Newburyport 992 11,890 $155,401,452 $1,005  

North Andover 1,121 14,535 $204,011,513 $1,080  

Rowley 259 2,891 $36,376,629 $968  

Salisbury 365 3,817 $43,214,359 $871  

West Newbury 94 648 $7,698,712 $914  

MV Regional Total 11,841 9,827 $2,202,271,707 $1,149 
 

Source: MA Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development, ES-202, as of September 2017. 

Our region is home to a diverse employment base. Nearly 30 percent of workers are employed in the 

Education and Health Services sector, followed by 20 percent in Health Care and Social Assistance.  

Manufacturing continues to play a prominent role in the Merrimack Valley, employing 16 percent of the 

workforce.    

  



12 
 

 

Merrimack Valley Region Industry Report, September 2017  
 

NAICS 
Code* Industry  

No. of 
Establish

ments 

No. of 
Employees - 
September 

2017 Total Wages 

Average 
Monthly 

Employment 

Average 
Weekly 
Wages 

 Total, all industries 11,841 148,776 $2,202,271,707 147,405 $1,149 

11 
Agriculture, Forestry, 
Fishing and Hunting 33 311 $2,145,656 311 $531 

23 Construction 909 7,918 $139,897,607 7,939 $1,356 

31-33  Manufacturing 488 23,881 $521,212,290 23,980 $1,672 

DUR    
Durable Goods 
Manufacturing 315 15,491 $399,305,534 15,610 $1,968 

NONDUR 
 Non-Durable Goods 
Manufacturing 173 8,390 $121,906,756 8,370 $1,120 

22 
Trade, Transportation 
and Utilities 1,654 20,516 $241,557,024 20,552 $904 

42 Wholesale Trade 517 5,089 $107,647,030 5,135 $1,613 

44-45  Retail Trade 909 12,521 $93,543,185 12,589 $572 

48-49  
Transportation and 
Warehousing 203 2,269 $25,491,841 2,196 $893 

51 Information 184 2,187 $42,875,608 2,227 $1,481 

52 Financial Activities 659 5,275 $96,383,412 5,341 $1,388 

53 
Real Estate and 
Rental and Leasing 280 1,602 $22,311,098 1,632 $1,052 

54 
Professional and 
Business Services 1,726 20,994 $474,300,629 21,280 $1,715 

55 

Management of 
Companies and 
Enterprises 52 3,962 $130,041,647 4,012 $2,493 

56 
Administrative and 
Waste Services 549 7,896 $82,373,052 7,997 $792 

61 
Education and Health 
Services 4,264 43,771 $476,994,279 40,840 $898 

62 
Health Care and 
Social Assistance 4,090 29,111 $327,123,571 29,006 $868 

71 
Leisure and 
Hospitality 880 13,490 $74,538,016 14,213 $403 

72 
Accommodation and 
Food Services 705 11,327 $61,669,435 11,640 $408 

81 Other Services 860 4,674 $36,058,351 4,747 $584 

92 Public Administration 183 5,759 $96,308,836 5,974 $1,240 
 
Source: MA Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development, ES-202, as of September 2017. 
*NAICS is short for North American Industry Classification System. It is used by Federal statistical agencies to 
classify businesses for the purpose of collecting, analyzing, and publishing data related to the U.S. business 
economy.  
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The chart below provides projections for changes in employment by NAICS Code.  The region is 

healthy and growing from an overall employment perspective, with close to 6 percent growth projected. 

 

Industry Projections for Lower Merrimack Valley Workforce Development Area (WDA), 2014-2024  
 

NAICS 
Code Title 

Employment 
2014 

Employment 
2024 Change Level 

Change 
Percent 

0 Total All Industries 145,096 153,653 8,557 5.90% 

110000 
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing 
and Hunting 215 258 43 20.00% 

111000 Crop Production 146 171 25 17.10% 

220000 Utilities 461 496 35 7.60% 

230000 Construction 5,497 5,780 283 5.10% 

236000 Construction of Buildings 783 835 52 6.60% 

237000 
Heavy and Civil Engineering 
Construction 619 644 25 4.00% 

238000 Specialty Trade Contractors 4,095 4,301 206 5.00% 

310000 Manufacturing 24,664 24,786 122 0.50% 

311000 Food Manufacturing 2,943 3,139 196 6.70% 

321000 
Wood Product 
Manufacturing 112 110 -2 -1.80% 

322000 Paper Manufacturing 262 248 -14 -5.30% 

323000 
Printing and Related Support 
Activities 912 847 -65 -7.10% 

325000 Chemical Manufacturing 1,407 1,313 -94 -6.70% 

326000 
Plastics and Rubber 
Products Manufacturing 676 661 -15 -2.20% 

332000 
Fabricated Metal Product 
Manufacturing 2,111 2,105 -6 -0.30% 

333000 Machinery Manufacturing 1,003 1,089 86 8.60% 

334000 
Computer and Electronic 
Product Manufacturing 4,943 4,362 -581 -11.80% 

335000 

Electrical Equipment, 
Appliance, and Component 
Manufacturing 1,132 1,087 -45 -4.00% 

337000 
Furniture and Related 
Product Manufacturing 295 317 22 7.50% 

339000 
Miscellaneous 
Manufacturing 2,078 2,235 157 7.60% 

420000 Wholesale Trade 4,883 4,827 -56 -1.10% 

423000 
Merchant Wholesalers, 
Durable Goods 2,664 2,473 -191 -7.20% 

424000 
Merchant Wholesalers, 
Nondurable Goods 1,287 1,352 65 5.10% 
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NAICS 
Code Title 

Employment 
2014 

Employment 
2024 Change Level 

Change 
Percent 

425000 

Wholesale Electronic 
Markets and Agents and 
Brokers 932 1,002 70 7.50% 

440000 Retail Trade 11,082 11,549 467 4.20% 

441000 
Motor Vehicle and Parts 
Dealers 1,279 1,359 80 6.30% 

442000 
Furniture and Home 
Furnishings Stores 133 140 7 5.30% 

443000 
Electronics and Appliance 
Stores 134 123 -11 -8.20% 

445000 Food and Beverage Stores 4,782 5,096 314 6.60% 

446000 
Health and Personal Care 
Stores 1,069 1,100 31 2.90% 

447000 Gasoline Stations 464 487 23 5.00% 

448000 
Clothing and Clothing 
Accessories Stores 631 548 -83 -13.20% 

451000 
Sporting Goods, Hobby, 
Book, and Music Stores 254 238 -16 -6.30% 

452000 General Merchandise Stores 1,154 1,212 58 5.00% 

453000 
Miscellaneous Store 
Retailers 391 395 4 1.00% 

454000 Nonstore Retailers 791 851 60 7.60% 

480000 
Transportation and 
Warehousing 1,638 1,730 92 5.60% 

482000 Rail Transportation 108 109 1 0.90% 

484000 Truck Transportation 585 629 44 7.50% 

485000 
Transit and Ground 
Passenger Transportation 708 739 31 4.40% 

488000 
Support Activities for 
Transportation 147 159 12 8.20% 

510000 Information 2,297 2,238 -59 -2.60% 

511000 
Publishing Industries (except 
Internet) 684 653 -31 -4.50% 

512000 
Motion Picture and Sound 
Recording Industries 178 187 9 5.10% 

517000 Telecommunications 979 911 -68 -6.90% 

520000 Finance and Insurance 2,928 3,053 125 4.30% 

522000 
Credit Intermediation and 
Related Activities 1,761 1,816 55 3.10% 

530000 
Real Estate and Rental and 
Leasing 1,434 1,519 85 5.90% 

531000 Real Estate 893 938 45 5.00% 

540000 
Professional, Scientific, and 
Technical Services 8,296 8,713 417 5.00% 
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NAICS 
Code Title 

Employment 
2014 

Employment 
2024 Change Level 

Change 
Percent 

541000 
Professional, Scientific, and 
Technical Services 8,296 8,713 417 5.00% 

550000 
Management of Companies 
and Enterprises 3,708 3,891 183 4.90% 

551000 
Management of Companies 
and Enterprises 3,708 3,891 183 4.90% 

560000 

Administrative and Support 
and Waste Management 
and Remediation 7,854 8,558 704 9.00% 

561000 
Administrative and Support 
Services 6,748 7,412 664 9.80% 

562000 
Waste Management and 
Remediation Service 1,106 1,146 40 3.60% 

610000 Educational Services 13,200 14,156 956 7.20% 

611000 Educational Services 13,200 14,156 956 7.20% 

620000 
Health Care and Social 
Assistance 25,492 29,711 4,219 16.60% 

621000 
Ambulatory Health Care 
Services 9,325 11,766 2,441 26.20% 

622000 Hospitals 5,042 5,529 487 9.70% 

623000 
Nursing and Residential Care 
Facilities 5,147 5,536 389 7.60% 

624000 Social Assistance 5,978 6,880 902 15.10% 

710000 
Arts, Entertainment, and 
Recreation 2,174 2,340 166 7.60% 

713000 
Amusement, Gambling, and 
Recreation Industries 1,983 2,133 150 7.60% 

720000 
Accommodation and Food 
Services 10,517 11,059 542 5.20% 

810000 
Other Services (except 
Government) 4,353 4,577 224 5.10% 

811000 Repair and Maintenance 837 879 42 5.00% 

812000 
Personal and Laundry 
Services 1,839 1,931 92 5.00% 

813000 

Religious, Grantmaking, 
Civic, Professional, and 
Similar Org 1,484 1,559 75 5.10% 

814000 Private Households 193 208 15 7.80% 
 
Source: MA Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development, 2014-2024 Projections. 
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Unemployment rates in the region have followed state and national trends, in continuing to decline in 

the last five years.    
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Transportation  

Not surprisingly, 

compared to where 

average monthly 

employment figures 

are highest, the 

number one 

destination for work 

is Andover. Nearly 

two-thirds of 

residents work and 

live in the region. 

Over three-quarters 

of residents 

commute alone, 

with only a small 

percentage using 

alternative forms of 

transportation 

(including 

commuter rail).  

One-quarter of residents live within 15 minutes of their job. Of the 35 percent of residents commuting 

outside the Merrimack Valley, about one-third are heading south towards Route 128, Greater Boston or 

Boston.  

While our road network 

travels east/west and 

north/south, the transit 

system is primarily 

north/south (commuter 

rail/bus) or limited to within 

City/Town limits (local 

bus).   

The MBTA’s commuter 

train service is sparse in 

the Merrimack Valley 

region and does not 

provide useful reverse 

commuting opportunities.  

 

Source: Mode of travel is from 2012-2016 American Community Survey (ACS). Bus 
ridership is MVRTA. Commuting flows are from 2009-2013 ACS. 
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The MVRTA’s fixed route 

bus system essentially 

connects the cities and 

towns along the river, with 

a few exceptions.  In 

addition, the MVRTA 

provides a connecting route 

to the City of Lowell, which 

is in the Lowell Regional 

Transit Authority’s service 

area.   

Until FY2017, the MVRTA 

saw annual growth in 

ridership of the fixed route 

bus. The recent drop in 

ridership follows a common 

trend seen nationwide.  At the same time, the MVRTA has, as expected, seen an increase in its on-

demand services (EZTrans), which cater to seniors and qualified ADA riders. This trend is in line with 

the increase in population of people ages 65+.  On-demand Ring and Ride service is provided to the 

region’s more rural communities 

The MVRTA also provides commuter services to Boston, which drops riders at various locations in 

downtown Boston (not at North Station).  

Of note: MVRTA and MVPC have long been advocates of creating a Bus On Shoulder option along 

Interstate 93 as a means of reducing congestion along this busy corridor, especially at peak times. This 

concept could be modified to allow car/vanpool access to this HOV lane as a means of making various 

forms of ridesharing more appealing to commuters.   
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Nature, Arts and Culture 

The Merrimack Valley region 

is rich with natural resources 

and protected open spaces, 

as evidenced by this map.  

Preservation of open space 

has long been of paramount 

importance throughout the 

region, from the vantage 

points of conservation, 

agriculture and recreation 

alike. Our member 

communities consistently 

update their Open Space & 

Recreation Plans, and seven 

cities and towns have passed 

the Community Preservation 

Act, which allows for participating municipalities to set aside local tax revenues for the purposes of 

preserving open space, developing affordable housing and protecting historic resources. 

 

Natural Resource Protection Plans, Programs and Policies in the Merrimack Valley, 2018 
 

Community 

Open Space 
Plan Status - 

Expiration 

Passed Community 
Preservation Act - 

date passed 
Agricultural 

Commissions By-Right Farming Laws 

Amesbury July 2019    

Andover October 2024    

Boxford December 2022 May-01 Yes Yes 

Georgetown January 2023 May-01   

Groveland July 2019 May-04   

Haverhill September 2021    

Lawrence 2018*    

Merrimac April 2022    

Methuen December 2019    

Newbury Expired**  Yes Yes 

Newburyport July 2019 Nov-02   

North Andover May 2023 Mar-01   

Rowley October 2021 May-01 Yes Yes 

Salisbury November 2021  Yes Yes 

West Newbury Expired*** May-06   
 
Source: MVPC as of May 2018 
* Lawrence completed a draft OSRP in Spring 2018 and will submit for approval. 
** Newbury’s OSRP expired in 2014. Town will update after completing the Master Plan. 
*** West Newbury’s OSRP expired in 2016. Open Space Planning Committee working on plan in 2018. 
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Resilience 

Resilience is one of the lenses used to create the MV 

CEDS Plan. The Merrimack Valley has had a strong 

commitment to resilience since the days of the 

industrial revolution, and that commitment continues 

today. EDA describes economic resilience as having 

three primary attributes: 

1) The ability to recover quickly from a shock; 

2) The ability to withstand a shock; and  

3) The ability to avoid the shock altogether.  

Establishing economic resilience in a local or regional 

economy requires the ability to anticipate risk, evaluate 

how that risk can impact key economic assets, and 

build a responsive capacity. The strategies in the MV 

CEDS Plan incorporate these attributes.  

In order to consider future actions, the MV CEDS 

planning process reflected on how we currently 

incorporate resilience into our work. We looked at both 

Steady State and Responsive Initiatives that have been 

implemented. Steady State Initiatives are the long-term 

projects that help to strengthen the region’s capacity to 

withstand a shock. The Responsive Initiatives are the 

ability of a region to react to and recover from an 

incident.  

 

The following Steady State Initiatives have been accomplished by MVPC and partners to promote 

community resilience and bolster the region’s capacity to mitigate long-term hazards: 
 

▪ Assisting communities with Green Community designation through the Massachusetts 

Department of Energy Resources. This includes developing baseline energy use and 

creating five-year plans for reducing greenhouse gas emissions and energy use by 20%. 

Seven MVPC communities are designated as Green Communities to date. 

https://www.mass.gov/orgs/green-communities-division  

▪ MVPC staff are certified trainers for the Commonwealth’s Municipal Vulnerability 

Preparedness (MVP) Program. Through this program, MVPC facilitates community 

workshops to assess a community’s vulnerabilities and strengths, and then creates an 

action plan to mitigate the risks. In 2018, MVPC completed a plan for the City of Lawrence 

and provided technical assistance to Newbury and Newburyport to complete their plans. 

https://www.mass.gov/municipal-vulnerability-preparedness-mvp-program   

▪ MVPC is a lead partner in the Great Marsh Coalition and the Massachusetts Bay National 

Estuary Program. The 250-acre Great Marsh serves as a storm buffer protecting critical 

infrastructure and facilities in the region’s coastal communities. MVPC mobilizes programs 

and partners in Great Marsh research, habitat preservation and resource management. 

http://www.greatmarsh.org/  

▪ The Merrimack Valley Stormwater Collaborative provides joint procurement services, 

training and management assistance to municipalities in complying with federal stormwater 

permit requirements and implementing stormwater best management practices. 

http://www.merrimackvalleystormwater.org/   

https://www.mass.gov/orgs/green-communities-division
https://www.mass.gov/municipal-vulnerability-preparedness-mvp-program
http://www.greatmarsh.org/
http://www.merrimackvalleystormwater.org/
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Responsive Initiatives by MVPC include: 

▪ Developing the Merrimack Valley Region Multi-Hazard Mitigation Plan in 2016, a region-

wide strategy to recover from a variety of natural and man-made disasters. 

https://mvpc.org/wp-content/uploads/April-2016-MV-Multi-Hazard-Mitigation-Plan-

Update.pdf  

▪ Coordinating activities with the North Essex Regional Emergency Planning Committee 

(Greater Newburyport) and the Northeast Regional Emergency Planning Committee 

(Greater Lawrence).  

▪ Facilitating monthly networking meetings of the Merrimack Valley Stormwater Collaborative, 

consisting of DPW Directors, municipal engineers and other senior municipal management 

officials. 

▪ Providing outreach and training through the Massachusetts Office of Technical Assistance’s 

Chemical Safety and Climate Change Preparedness Program. This program works on 

reduction and safe use of toxic materials by private and municipal entities to avoid 

contaminant release into our communities. https://www.mass.gov/chemical-safety-and-

climate-change-preparedness   

▪ Managing the Merrimack Valley Brownfields Programs for Assessment to conduct 

environmental site investigations, and Revolving Loan Fund financing to fund cleanup of 

hazardous materials and petroleum at distressed properties planned for redevelopment. 

https://mvpc.org/programs/environment/brownfields-program/  

  

https://mvpc.org/wp-content/uploads/April-2016-MV-Multi-Hazard-Mitigation-Plan-Update.pdf
https://mvpc.org/wp-content/uploads/April-2016-MV-Multi-Hazard-Mitigation-Plan-Update.pdf
https://www.mass.gov/chemical-safety-and-climate-change-preparedness
https://www.mass.gov/chemical-safety-and-climate-change-preparedness
https://mvpc.org/programs/environment/brownfields-program/
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SOAR 
The CEDS process requires a strategic 

investigation of a region’s capabilities and 

capacity. The U.S. EDA recommends a SWOT 

analysis to determine the Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities and Threats that speak to the 

region’s unique assets and competitive 

positioning. The MV CEDS process took a 

different approach: instead of a SWOT analysis, 

we used the SOAR model: Strengths, Aspirations, 

Opportunities, and Risks2. The SOAR model uses 

appreciative inquiry to focus on what is known to 

work, rather than internal weaknesses or 

perceived threats. A SOAR analysis brings 

together stakeholders to create a shared vision of 

the future. This model is more action-oriented than 

a SWOT analysis and is focused on outcomes.  

The four Working Groups each completed a 

SOAR analysis, as well as the full MV CEDS Committee. While they were completing their analyses, 

the Working Groups used resilience and equity as their lenses. Does, or could, that strength have a 

resilience component? How can we incorporate equity into our aspirations and opportunities? What are 

the risks to not addressing resilience and equity? The complete analysis for each Working Group and 

the full MV CEDS Committee can be found in the final appendix, and a synopsis is included below. 

 

                                                   
2 SOAR Analysis adapted from GroupMap’s process: https://www.groupmap.com/map-templates/soar-analysis/  

The CEDS Manufacturing Working Group talks about the 
Strengths of the manufacturing industry in the Merrimack 
Valley. Source: MVPC 

Strengths
Diverse workforce

Strong partnerships

Convenient road access

Established Town/City Centers

Deep Manufacturing roots

Plentiful natural resources

Opportunities
Expand education & training programs

Reimagine cultural, historic and 
underutilized spaces

Retain younger workforce

Use technology to mitigate risk

Expand and connect trail networks

Rebrand manufacturing as a career

Aspirations
Ability to be adaptable & nimble

Living wage jobs

Vibrant & active town & city centers

Interconnected, accessible transit 
system

Protect ecological diversity

Continued resurgence in 
manufacturing jobs and spaces

Risks
Not attracting or developing new 

enterprises

Community affordability limiting 
diversity

Climate change

Aging infrastructure

Lack of clean water due to overuse

Lack of open space/farmland

2018 MV 
CEDS

http://www.groupmap.com/map-templates/swot-analysis/
https://www.groupmap.com/map-templates/soar-analysis/


 

24 
 

MV Strategic Direction – A 5-Year Plan for Action 
Throughout 2017, MVPC set the stage for developing a new, five-year CEDS Plan through several 

visioning sessions around four emerging issues in the region: City and Town Centers, Manufacturing, 

Natural and Cultural Resources, and Transportation. Each of the 2017 CEDS Committee meetings 

included experts in these areas that talked about the status of these issues and concluded with group 

break outs to talk about barriers and opportunities in the coming years. In 2018, we got to work! Each of 

these emerging issues had a Working Group assigned to review trends; identify strengths, 

opportunities, aspirations, and risks; and develop strategies and an implementation plan for the next 

five years. These Working Groups were comprised of two co-chairs, CEDS Committee members, and 

new stakeholders. These new stakeholders represented organizations and entities from around the 

region and state that have a stake in these issues, but may not have been at the table previously to help 

address them on a regional scale. The Working Groups began meeting in April 2018 and finished their 

work in May 2018.  The results of their work are summarized below and included in full in the MV CEDS 

Action Plan, which lays out a strategy for implementing these actions over the next five years, including 

priority level, a timeline, and essential partners to engage in achieving each strategy.  

City and Town Centers 
Vision: Our Town and City Centers are diverse, active spaces that promote a balanced 
live/work/play environment. 

Objective 1: Increase local planning capacity to create vibrant town and city 

centers 

1) Develop a guide on how to create a “Complete Downtown.” 

2) Hire a regional staff person that can support planning and development for small towns. 

3) Create local marketing plans. 

4) Develop local Parking Management Plans. 

5) Create physical connections between the town 

and city centers in the Merrimack Valley. 

Objective 2: Update local zoning bylaws and 

permitting to allow desired uses 

1) Update zoning ordinance use tables to 

accommodate uses that communities want to 

see in their centers. 

2) Develop local permitting guides for doing 

business. 

Objective 3: Take advantage of diverse funding 

sources to support local infrastructure 

improvements and revitalization efforts  

1) Develop a regional program to collect, create, 

and communicate collaborative financing 

opportunities for solopreneurs and established 

businesses alike. 

2) Encourage façade improvements. 

3) Seek additional funding sources for Brownfields 

assessment, clean up and redevelopment. 

 

 

Downtown Georgetown, MA.  
Source: MVPC 
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Manufacturing 
Vision: Manufacturing is a key 
source of jobs, income, 
innovation and prosperity in the 
Merrimack Valley. 

Objective 1:  Brand the Merrimack Valley as 

the premiere location for manufacturing jobs 

and innovation in the Commonwealth 

1) Expand the current Merrimack Valley 

Means Business website and property 

search engine to feature smaller spaces, 

resources and opportunities. 

2) Host a “Developers Tour” for 

manufacturers. 

3) Recruit and connect Boston/Cambridge/ 

Somerville start-ups to the Merrimack 

Valley. 

Objective 2:  Provide employees and 

employers with the training and skill-building 

necessary to be successful 

1) Educate parents of prospective and 

current vocational students and coordinate 

efforts with school guidance counselors 

and curriculum administrators. 

2) Develop training alliances and a 

communications strategy that links 

companies who need employees to 

schools and trainers. 

3) Connect specialized skills needs to 

appropriate training to build job/career 

ladders. 

4) Tie into supply chain for prime contractors, 

develop inventory of manufacturers and fill 

in the gaps. 

Objective 3: Adopt local land use policies and 

programs that support sustainable 

manufacturing uses that are integrated into 

the fabric of the community 

1) Retain urban manufacturing while 

promoting mixed-use, ensure zoning 

supports current best practices oriented 

toward manufacturing. 

2) Identify resources and incentives for 

adaptive reuse and rehabilitation of former 

manufacturing sites (including 

Brownfields) specifically for manufacturing 

uses. 

3) Support and preserve agricultural 

manufacturing through land use policy. 

4) Start a campaign for eco-industrial/circular 

economy production. 

5) Preserve affordable housing units and 

connect them to existing job sites through 

multi-modal options. 

  

21st Century textile manufacturing in Everett Mills in 
Lawrence. Source: MVPC 

Lower Millyard in Amesbury. Source: MVPC 
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Natural and Cultural 

Resources 
Vision: Natural and cultural 
resources are celebrated as 
vital to economic, social and 
environmental resilience. 

Objective 1: Protect open spaces for our 

natural and human environments to thrive 

1) Revisit and Promote the Merrimack Valley 
Priority Growth Strategy. 

2) Promote Sustainable Development Zoning 

Bylaws. 

3) Conduct a “Cost of Community Services 

Study” for the Merrimack Valley. 

4) Encourage all MVPC communities to 

adopt the Community Preservation Act. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Objective 2: Create communities that are 

safe, healthy, inclusive, diverse, and 

accessible, offering a plethora of natural and 

cultural opportunities 

1) Partner with the Essex County Community 

Foundation to create and implement the 

Essex County Cultural Plan and facilitate 

cultural planning technical assistance for 

Essex County communities in our region. 

2) Promote the use of cultural and historic 

spaces in the region for events. 

3) Create regional Food Hubs that would 

allow farmers to distribute their produce 

economically. 

4) Create at least one all-access trail in each 

community. 

5) Refocus the use of parking revenues and 

hotel/motel taxes to fund local arts and 

cultural events. 

The Merrimack River serves as the natural and cultural spine for the Merrimack Valley, 
providing recreation, economic development, and transportation opportunities for residents and 

businesses alike. Source: MVPC 
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Transportation 
Vision: Our multi-modal 
transportation system will be 
efficient and effective, and can 
play a key role in attracting and 
retaining employers and 
employees to/in the region, in 
helping individuals access jobs 
and job training, and in 
attracting visitors. 

Objective 1: Increase the number of people 

who live and work in the Merrimack Valley 

1) Increase collaboration with employers in 

the region to better understand their 

transportation needs. 

 

Objective 2: Expand and enhance multi-

modal transportation 

1) Support and advance Complete Streets 

and Active Transportation. 

2) Expand and enhance marketing of transit 

to increase ridership. 

3) Develop a Bike Share Program. 

4) Explore the feasibility of using the 

Merrimack River for public transportation. 

5) Expand, connect and market local and 

regional multi-use trail networks, including 

along the Merrimack River. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Objective 3: Ensure efficient movement of 

goods, people, and services 

1) Improve upon existing transit 

infrastructure to create faster, efficient, 

and frequent connections across the 

region and outside the region. 

2) Conduct a feasibility study on ways to 

improve and enhance freight service in the 

Merrimack Valley. 

3) Implement bus on shoulder along I-93 and 

I-495, which would allow for transit and 

freight use. 

 

Objective 4: Consider future transportation 

needs and advancements when planning for 

economic development 

1) Develop a Transportation Toolkit for the 

Priority Development Areas. 

2) Conduct community education and 

develop guidelines for the infrastructure 

and maintenance needs of autonomous 

vehicles and electric vehicles.

The Merrimack Valley is blessed with a variety of transportation modes. Sources: MVPC 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023  (continued) 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023  (continued) 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023  (continued) 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023  (continued) 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023  (continued) 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023  (continued) 
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Merrimack Valley CEDS Action Plan 2018-2023  (continued) 
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Priority Projects in the Merrimack Valley 
The following priority projects were the result of inquiries from community and economic development stakeholders throughout the 

Merrimack Valley. This is the first MV CEDS Plan to create such a list, and we anticipate this list will ebb and flow depending on the 

resources available to implement these projects and the ever-changing needs of communities in the region. These projects were 

chosen because they can help create new employment opportunities, promote investment and business growth and make the 

Merrimack Valley more resilient and competitive. While placement on this list does not guarantee federal Economic Development 

Administration (EDA) funding, they will be ranked higher than projects that are not included. Each year, MVPC will revisit this list and 

revise accordingly to ensure that projects that meet the economic development needs of the region are included.  

 

Community Project Name Project Description Estimated Cost Funding Source(s) Jobs Created CEDS Element

Amesbury Atlantic Center

The proposed $40 million project is a 410,000 square-foot 

athletic facility, with six hockey rinks, a 300-seat 

conference room and restaurant, and a 130,000 square-

foot office building. A chain hotel is also contemplated. This 

project will result in nearly $53 million annually to the local 

economy, based on $2.3 million per tournament from data 

projections.

$6 million extraordinary 

site costs
EDA; MassWorks 200+ Transportation

Andover

Historic Mill District 

Redevelopment

The Town has created a new zoning district to encourage 

transit oriented development in proximity to Andover’s 

regional transit center by fostering a range of housing 

opportunities within mixed-use development projects, while 

reconnecting Andover’s central business district to the 

regional transit center.  The zoning allows for a residential 

density of up to forty (40) units per acre, with varying 

dimensional controls.  

Unknown Private Developers Unknown
City and Town 

Centers

Andover

Dascomb Road Infrastructure 

Improvements

This project involves the reconstruction of Dascomb Road 

into a complete streets, multi-modal roadway which will 

accommodate healthy transportation alternatives, and 

which will facilitate and support 582,400 sq. ft. of new 

mixed-use development at 146 Dascomb Road. 

$6 million MassWorks 950 Transportation

Georgetown
National Avenue

The Town-owned 26 acre parcel off National Avenue is 

presently undergoing a highest and best use analysis 

utilizing Site Readiness Program grant funds from 

MassDevelopment. This particular parcel is located within a 

Priority Development Area (PDA) of regional significance as 

identified in the Merrimack Valley Priority Growth Strategy. 

The site is currently zoned for a large array of commercial 

and light industrial uses.  

Unknown
MassDevelopment

EDA; MassWorks
Unknown Manufacturing

Georgetown

Georgetown Downtown 

Redevelopment

Georgetown is currently undertaking a wastewater 

feasibility study. The lack of wastewater treatment capacity 

in downtown is universally recognized as the top priority 

that needs to be addressed. In addition, the Town's 

Economic Development Committee recognizes the need to 

install wayfinding signage, identify parcels suitable for 

parking, and update zoning in the downtown to make it 

easier for developers to create additional commercial and 

professional service uses along with multi-family housing 

units.  

Unknown EDA; MassWorks Unknown
City and Town 

Centers

Haverhill

Merrimack Street 

Redevelopment

There is significant potential for continued transformation in 

the Merrimack Street area of downtown Haverhill. The City 

owns multiple large parcels of land, a significant amount of 

which is currently underutilized as poorly-aligned surface 

parking lots. Additionally, several privately owned properties 

have potential for creative, adaptive reuse. The goal would 

be to create an assemblage of parcels to accommodate a 

multi-story parking garage with mixed-use buildings and the 

recreation of the "ladder" streets to better connect this 

area to Merrimack Street.

$21 million MassWorks; EDA 50
City and Town 

Centers

Haverhill
Broadway Business Park

The City of Haverhill is undertaking due diligence and master 

planning at a privately-owned piece of undeveloped land 

near I-495 that the City hopes to transform into a business 

park. This study could lead to the next large economic 

development project for Haverhill and the region.

Unknown
EDA; MassWorks; 

MassDevelopment
Unknown Manufacturing
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Priority Projects in the Merrimack Valley  (continued) 
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Priority Projects in the Merrimack Valley  (continued) 
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Priority Projects in the Merrimack Valley (continued) 
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Appendix 
 

CEDS Committee list 

Working Group lists 

Agendas for meetings 

SOAR Analysis from each group and full CEDS Committee 

Visioning session notes 

Unemployment Data 
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The mighty Merrimack River runs through our towns and cities. Pictured here is downtown Haverhill, 
where MVPC is based. Source: MVPC. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

160 Main Street 
Haverhill, MA 01830 

www.mvpc.org  

The Merrimack Valley Planning Commission is committed to assisting our 15 member 

communities in the planning areas of transportation, the environment, land use, economic 

development, and GIS mapping. The purpose for creating our organization nearly 60 years ago 

governs our actions today — to help communities plan growth and resources, develop 

economically and regionally, and promote community collaboration for the overall welfare and 

prosperity of our Valley’s citizens. 

 

http://www.mvpc.org/

