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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
CEDS Territory
This document provides a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) for the Southeast and 
Southwest regions of Massachusetts. The Southern Worcester County Region is comprised of forty (40)  
communities with six (6) distinct sub-regions.

Public Input
To gain region-wide input and participation, a Strategy Committee comprised of a member from each of the 
forty (40) communities, plus employer groups, the higher education community, and other regional stake-
holders, was created and engaged to help with the process of developing the CEDS. Additionally, there were 
four public outreach meetings, an online SWOT Survey (in which residents and/or businesspeople from all 40 
communities participated), individual meetings, and group meetings where the CEDS process was discussed 
and feedback was solicited. The data collected during this process helped inform and provide backing for the 
sections developed within the CEDS report.

Regional Overview
Southern Worcester County possesses unique assets that transcend the Industrial Revolution boom and subse-
quent deindustrialization of the region. Geographically, the region is comprised of nationally recognized historic 
sites such as the Blackstone River Valley National Historic Corridor, The Lost Village Scenic Byway repurposed 
mills from the Industrial Revolution era, a wide array of cultural offerings, parks, and a growing agricultural com-
munity. Worcester County has more farms than any other county in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, with 
1,526 farms and Worcester County was ranked 6th out of all counties in the U.S. in farm to consumer sales. 

The region’s population has grown to 565,853 and is expected to grow by 71,591 from 2015-2035. The majority 
of population growth in 2035 will come from the 65+ demographic; the region must plan accordingly for an aging 
population. There are a number of higher education institutions which add to the vibrancy of the region. The region 
should continue efforts to retain students from these institutions while also attracting the population aged 18-24 to 
the region through relevant job opportunities, increased entrepreneurship support, and affordable living arrange-
ments. Individuals employed in the region have been steadily increasing from 2011 to 2016, while the unemploy-
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ment rate for the region has steadily decreased to 6.20% in 2016 (the most recent data for the SWC region). Despite 
the decrease in unemployment, the region has an opportunity to further leverage its population actively looking for 
employment opportunities or those who are marginally attached to the labor force or have become discouraged. 

Target Clusters
The region is focused on growing the following industry target clusters:

• Manufacturing

• Education Services, and Health Care and Social Assistance

• Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services

• Agriculture

While the region possesses infrastructure that provides industries in these clusters and other industry sectors 
with the ability to access markets, support their supply chains, and access a large labor pool through freight rail, 
active airports, highway infrastructure, commuter rail service to Boston, and regional bus service, further oppor-
tunities for economic development are present by updating existing infrastructure, including further buildout of 
technology infrastructure.

Vision Statement
By the year 2038, businesses in Southern Worcester County and visitors coming to the region for business pur-
poses will recognize it as an exemplary location for investment and development. The region’s communities will 
be talked about as collaborative, flexible, adaptive, innovative, and connected by several transportation modes 
and state-of-the art telecommunications to other regions and economic hubs.

Visitors coming to the region for non-business purposes will describe the area as vibrant and cultural. The re-
gion will capitalize on and highlight the historic, cultural, and tourist resources available to attract those visitors. 
Those looking to relocate their family will find value in the regional housing stock, affordability of living, and 
school systems that cater to all students and provide all with a career pathway that meets their needs.

Goals and Objectives
The SWC region is diverse, extending from the 
urban core of Worcester through the suburban 
neighborhoods of the nearby towns, to the rural 
fields and farms of the Brookfields, Hardwick, and 
New Braintree. Despite its diversity, the region 
collectively recognizes the purpose of economic 
development is to attract, retain, expand and 
create businesses that complement and are sup-
ported by the assets of the region. The businesses 
within our target industry clusters should be given 
the resources and support required to strength-
en, grow, remain and succeed in the region. This 
CEDS identifies the following Goals and Objec-
tives for the region that will bolster efforts in the 
recruitment, creation, retention, expansion and 
transition of businesses for the region.
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GOAL 1: CREATE AND OPERATE A ROBUST REGIONAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM. 

Establish an Economic Development Organization (EDO) for the region, capitalizing on the ongoing collabora-
tion between stakeholders, and assure that it has adequate staff, funding and other necessary resources to fulfill 
its mission of providing the region with state-of-the-art economic development services.

OBJECTIVE A: Establish a more formal Regional Economic Development Organization

OBJECTIVE B: Obtain recognition by the U.S. Economic Development Administration as an Economic 
Development District

GOAL 2: SITE AVAILABILITY, DEVELOPMENT AND SUPPORT INFRASTRUCTURE. 

Regularly identify all available and/or underutilized sites and/or buildings within the region. This inventory will 
provide information including, but not limited to: access to transportation, utility and telecommunications infra-
structure capacities, and potential incentives.

OBJECTIVE A: Provide better coordination of available site information for the region and among com-
munities

OBJECTIVE B: Create a regional clearinghouse of available commercial property to foster more collab-
oration among the municipalities of the region and their economic development efforts to assure that 
businesses within our target industry clusters and supplementary business prospects are provided with 
maximum information on suitable sites.

OBJECTIVE C: Using established lists, as well as further input from regional communities, begin the pro-
cess of prioritizing existing brownfield sites for remediation. 

GOAL 3: CREATION OF A STEADY AND ROBUST TALENT TURNPIKE. 

Using the Central MA Regional Workforce Blueprint as a guide, ensure there is collaboration and coordination 
among all educational and training organizations and private industry to identify and align workforce training 
and skills development to address the current and future needs of the target clusters and other industry sectors 
within the region.

OBJECTIVE A: Identify skills gaps and provide an array of workforce development initiatives (employ-
ment, education, and training) for both residents and businesses throughout the region.

OBJECTIVE B: Using partner organizations such as the Workforce Investment Board and the Career Cen-
ter identify and recruit individuals who are seeking employment and connect them with pertinent oppor-
tunities within the regional clusters.

OBJECTIVE C: Collaborate with school systems and other training partners in the region to market and 
provide job-related training to students who are not currently contemplating postsecondary education as 
a career path.

GOAL 4: REGULATORY FLEXIBILITY AND DEVELOPMENT TOOLS. 

Support the region’s business development efforts by creating a “business friendly” environment focusing ef-
forts on business attraction and retention.

OBJECTIVE A: Work with local municipalities and the business community to ensure ordinances and zon-
ing within their communities fosters the type and level of development which will attract businesses in our 
target industry clusters.

OBJECTIVE B: Establish a comprehensive list of state and municipal programs that if adopted would 
attract development and investment in the community.

OBJECTIVE C: Work with municipal leaders and stakeholders to identify state and municipal programs 
that communities would want to adopt.
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GOAL 5: ENHANCING THE ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT. 

Foster a robust environment that promotes an entrepreneurial spirit and supports business start-ups throughout 
the region.

OBJECTIVE A: Work with regional stakeholders to identify what is existing and where the development 
gaps are in terms of maker-space, incubators, accelerators, co-working space, or other start-up facilities 
and then work collaboratively to develop them strategically throughout the region.

OBJECTIVE B: Establish a one-stop clearinghouse of information on programs and resources available 
locally that are targeted to assist start-up businesses and budding entrepreneurs. Working and collab-
orating with local and state partners, identify the programs currently existing that best assist start-up 
companies and work to fill need gaps with new programming. Strategize on creation of incentives to keep 
entrepreneurs within the area. Identify access to capital – venture capital programs. Mobilize the business 
community to support utilizing the small start-ups 

Performance Metrics
The CEDS provides the following performance metrics to evaluate the progress made towards implementing 
the Goals and Objectives:

•  The establishment of an Economic Development Organization for the region recognized by the U.S. 
Economic Development Administration as an Economic Development District (EDD).

• The number of businesses recruited and amount of private investment realized by the region.

•  The level of cross-municipal collaboration, particularly with regard to sharing development site informa-
tion and inquiries.

•  The level of participation by the business community in training programs and the number of trainees 
hired into full-time jobs.

• Development of a regional Infrastructure Master Plan and Capital Improvement Program.

• Development of a strategy to reduce the region’s inventory of brownfields.

• Improvements in the region’s perceived development regulatory climate.

Resilience
This CEDS concludes with an analysis of the resilience of the region to prevent and/or recover from a major dis-
ruption – both weather or naturally created and economically created. It is recognized that communication plays 
a large role in the ability to anticipate, withstand, and recuperate from a disruptive event. The following regional 
strengths were identified as advantages in the resiliency of the SWC area:

• Diversity of Industries

• Partnerships & Collaboration

• Adaptability

• All communities have adopted Hazard Migration Plans

•  Fifteen (15) communities are in the process of creating and adopting Municipal Vulnerability  
Preparedness Plans
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INTRODUCTION
The Worcester Regional Chamber of Commerce (WRCC) in collaboration with our strategy committee and re-
gional partners from the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC), the Worcester Busi-
ness Development Corporation (WBDC), Congressman for the 2nd District of Massachusetts James P. McGov-
ern, and the City of Worcester have created a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) meant 
to serve as a Five-Year Plan for fostering economic development within the Southern Worcester County (SWC) 
region.

The CEDS development process provides a comprehensive forum to ensure regional coordination and consis-
tency of economic development planning efforts within the 40 municipality region. The CEDS is meant to serve 
as a guide for municipalities within the region to aid in economic development. The 2018-2023 CEDS Five-Year 
Plan for SWC highlights economic opportunities, constraints, regional assets, presents the region’s goals and 
strategies for implementation, a regional resiliency plan, and standards for annual evaluation and updating of 
the CEDS process. 
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Map (1), Southern Worcester County CEDS Region, Sub-Regions
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SUMMARY OF PROCESS AND PARTICIPATION
Strategy Committee
The Southern Worcester County (SWC) CEDS region is comprised of 40 communities with various levels of 
economic development needs and resources; therefore each community was offered the ability to participate 
on the Strategy Committee. This ensured that the individualized needs of each community had ample oppor-
tunity to be included in and addressed by the CEDS. In order to ensure the interests and needs of the different 
business industries in the region were addressed, several business and trade groups were invited to participate 
as members of the Strategy Committee, including the Chambers of Commerce representing the communities 
of the region. Given the high number of colleges and universities in the region, several with strong academic 
programs in fields identified as having growth potential were also invited to participate in the Strategy Commit-
tee. The remainder of the committee was rounded out with several individual community members, and repre-
sentatives from organized labor. The Strategy Committee met 5 times, including a vote on Strategy Committee 
approval and the attendance roster, meeting minutes and other notes from those meetings are attached at the 
end of this document in Appendix I. (pg. 1-29,  115-120 of Appendix)

Public Outreach and Focus Groups
There were four public outreach meetings during the process of gathering information for and writing the 
CEDS. The first three were held in November/December of 2016, at which a SWOT analysis discussion took 
place with answers and information put into a SWOT summary matrix during the meeting. After all three meet-
ings had been held the document was then analyzed to find common themes and develop the SWOT portion 
of the CEDS document.

An additional form of outreach was taken to ensure the communities within the region had ample opportuni-
ty to participate in the information gathering process. The Chamber reached back out to each municipality, 
forwarding along a three-question survey designed to allow the municipal officials an opportunity to provide 
more specific information about their community needs. Along with the correspondence forwarding the ques-
tionnaire, follow-up phone calls were made and each community was offered to have representatives from the 
Chamber come out and discuss the CEDS report and process further. In total 8 communities took advantage of 
the opportunity and met with representatives from the Chamber and 10 communities completed the question-
naire. The information from these meetings, including notes, list of attendees, and other pertinent information 
are attached at the end of the document. (pg. 30-110 of Appendix)

Once the SWOT analysis was completed it was decided that additional input was needed to ensure a well-bal-
anced and rounded CEDS that encompassed the varying assets and needs of the communities in the region. 
The SWOT document was then transformed into an online survey which was distributed to all forty (40) munici-
palities requesting their input. Municipal leaders were invited to participate and to forward the survey link to any 
staff or department heads they deemed appropriate for their input as well. The survey was then sent along to 
other groups and stakeholders across the region to gain as broad a level of input as possible. To further ensure 
broad participation, a fourth public outreach meeting was then scheduled for May of 2018. For a directory of 
surveys, questionnaires and the survey issued to the 40 municipalities, please see Appendix VI. (pg. 165-180 of 
Appendix)

Some of the information used within this report also came from conversations and dialogue among chamber 
member businesses at roundtable discussions. The Chamber convenes a manufacturing roundtable, and a 
healthcare roundtable throughout the year to provide members within those industries to exchange ideas, learn 
best practices, and discuss common issues and obstacles faced on a regular basis. Additionally, at a March 2018 
meeting of the manufacturing roundtable, attendees were requested to take part in the online SWOT survey, in 
an effort to increase the level of business participation.

In further efforts to expand the participation in the online SWOT survey the CEDS report and process was dis-
cussed at several other meetings during the month of March, April and May 2018. All of the responses collected 



12   |   COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

from the online SWOT survey have been added into the SWOT document (attached as Appendix II, pg. 78-110) 
and have been incorporated into the SWOT summary section below. In total, there were 189 surveys received, 
representing all forty (40) communities, as well as businesses and other stakeholders. Information regarding 
meetings referenced in this section has been attached as Appendix II.

Review of Regional Planning Commission
As a partner agency in this process the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC) has 
been intimately involved in the drafting of the final CEDS. CMRPC provided the majority of the data used in 
evaluating the demographic characteristics of the region, and in some instances, sub-regional grouping of 
communities. Additionally, CMRPC was given an opportunity to review the final document during the public 
comment period.

Confirmation of 30 Day Public Notice
Upon completion and review by the Strategy Committee and other partner organizations the CEDS was then 
put out for the required thirty (30) day public comment period. Notice for this review phase was shared wtih the 
strategy committee and placed in local news outlets and on the Chamber’s website.

Notice of 30 public comment period and comments that were received during the comment period are includ-
ed in Appendix III (pg. 111-114 of Appendix) with a detail of how these comments were addressed.

Confirmation of Adoption by Chamber Board
Attached in Appendix IV is the notice of the final report given to the Chamber Board of Directors on September 
26, 2018 and the corresponding vote taken to adopt the report.

Relationship of CEDS to other documents including consistency with the State’s 
economic development plan and priorities and similar state and regional plans
During the process of researching, information gathering, and writing of this CEDS, many other reports, docu-
ments, strategies, and policies were reviewed. The concepts, goals, objectives, and data analysis incorporated 
into this document reflect consistent points observed in the other reports and documents reviewed. We believe 
there are no major or significant inconsistencies between the Southern Worcester County CEDS and other rele-
vant regional or state plans.

LIST OF REPORTS REFERENCED
• Worcester Regional Economic Competitiveness Outlook, 2014

• Central MA Workforce Skills Cabinet Regional Workforce Blueprint

• Open for Business, Steps to Expand Biomanufacturing in Massachusetts

• Arts and Economic Prosperity 5 Worcester, MA, Americans for the Arts

• 2017 Massachusetts Clean Energy Industry Report, Massachusetts Clean Energy Center

•  How the Startup Economy is Spreading Across the Country — and How It Can Be  
Accelerated, Progressive Policy Institute



SOUTHERN WORCESTER COUNTY   |   13

SUMMARY BACKGROUND
This section of the Southern Worcester County (SWC) CEDS provides a background summary of the region’s cur-
rent economic status and past trends, and forecasts long-term trends for the future, supported by current, relevant 
data. Where appropriate, the SWC region is compared and contrasted by sub-region and the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts. More detailed information is provided in subsequent sections or appendices to the CEDS.

Demographics
The total population of the SWC CEDS region was 565,853 in 2015 (see Table 1 below). The total area of the 
SWC region measured 960 square miles with a population density of 579 people per square mile in 2010. The 
SWC population grew at a faster rate than the Commonwealth of Massachusetts from 2000-2015. 

The SWC population is predominantly white, with 77.20% of the region categorizing their ethnicity as White 
alone. Hispanic or Latino residents of SWC represent 10.28% of the population, while Black residents represent 
5.13% of the population. The Central and Northeast Sub-regions of SWC are the most racial and ethnically 
diverse sub-regions in SWC. For a complete list of racial and ethnic demographic information see Table D and 
D1, in Appendix V. (pg. 131-132 of Appendix) 

The SWC regional population grew by 9.39% from 2000-2015, each of the sub-regions experienced population 
growth of at least 5%. The North (13.20%), Northeast (10.18%), and Southeast (16.22%) sub-regions experi-
enced the largest population growth.For a complete list of municipal population growth and population projec-
tions, see Table A, A1, C, and Figure C in Appendix V. (pg. 124-125, 128-129 of Appendix)

This growing population should provide an increase in workforce and create a need for additional employment. 
It also creates the need for additional retail opportunities and personal services, which can both be business 
development opportunities for the region as well as quality of life improvements.

References:  US Census Bureau, Decennial 2000 and 2010 Census;  
U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimate

Percent Change
in Population

2000 2010 2015 2000 ‐ 2015
Southern Worcester County 518,480 556,698 565,853 9.39%

Massachusetts 6,349,097 6,547,629 6,784,240 6.85%

United States 281,421,906 308,745,538 318,563,456 13.20%

North Sub-region 43,980 48,507 49,770 13.17%

Northeast Sub-region 70,038 75,256 77,166 10.18%

Southeast Sub-region 95,674 109,132 111,192 16.22%

Southwest Sub-region 92,018 97,022 97,960 6.46%

West Sub-region 44,122 45,736 46,383 5.12%

Central Sub-region 172,648 181,045 183,382 6.22%

Region
Population

TABLE 2A  |  Changes in Population, Southern Worcester County Sub-regions, 
 Massachusetts, and U.S., 2000‐2015



14   |   COMPREHENSIVE ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT STRATEGY

The SWC CEDS region median age was 41.2 in 2016 (see Table 2 below). For a complete list of median ages by 
community, see Tables E and E1 in Appendix V. (pg. 132-134 of Appendix)

References:  U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial 2010 Census 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Figure 4 on the following page represents population estimates for SWC from 2015-2035. The SWC population 
is expected to increase by 12.65% or an estimated 71,591 residents from 2015-2035. The 15-34 aged popula-
tion is expected to decrease by 2.66% or 4,007 residents. The majority of growth for the SWC population from 
2015-2035 can be attributed to an increasing population of those aged 65+. From 2015-2035, the 65+ popula-
tion is estimated to increase by 94.99% or 72,043 residents.

The region must plan accordingly for an aging population through a concentration on senior citizen inclusive 
economic development, including accessible transportation, elderly services, senior housing development and 
affordable healthcare coverage. Figure 1, which follows shows the change in age cohorts for the SWC and Mas-
sachusetts populations between 2015 and 2035.
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FIGURE 4  |  Demographic Age Breakout, Southern Worcester County, 2015 - 2035

2010 2016
SWC Average 40.1 41.2

United States 36.9 37.7
Massachusetts 38.7 39.4
North Sub-region 42.4 41.9
Northeast Sub-region 41.1 43.1
Southeast Sub-region 39.7 42.1
Southwest Sub-region 39.8 41.3
West Sub-region 42.8 43.3
Central Sub-region 34.1 34

Subregion/Municipality Median Age

TABLE  3A  |  Median Age, Southern Worcester
 County Sub-regions, U.S., and   
 Massachusetts,  2010-2016
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The SWC CEDS region median age was 41.2 in 2016 (see Table 2 below). For a complete list of median ages by 
community, see Tables E and E1 in Appendix V. (pg. 132-134 of Appendix)

References:  U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial 2010 Census 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates

Figure 4 on the following page represents population estimates for SWC from 2015-2035. The SWC population 
is expected to increase by 12.65% or an estimated 71,591 residents from 2015-2035. The 15-34 aged popula-
tion is expected to decrease by 2.66% or 4,007 residents. The majority of growth for the SWC population from 
2015-2035 can be attributed to an increasing population of those aged 65+. From 2015-2035, the 65+ popula-
tion is estimated to increase by 94.99% or 72,043 residents.

The region must plan accordingly for an aging population through a concentration on senior citizen inclusive 
economic development, including accessible transportation, elderly services, senior housing development and 
affordable healthcare coverage. Figure 1, which follows shows the change in age cohorts for the SWC and Mas-
sachusetts populations between 2015 and 2035.

75,845 

147,888 

    

20,000 

40,000 

60,000 

80,000 

100,000 

120,000 

140,000 

160,000 

180,000 

14 Years and Younger

Southern Worcester County 2015

15 - 34 35 - 54 55 - 64

Southern Worcester County 2035

65+

FIGURE 4  |  Demographic Age Breakout, Southern Worcester County, 2015 - 2035

References:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates     
UMass Donahue Institute Population Estimate Program

The 2011-2015 American Community Survey (ACS) and the Puerto Rico Community Survey (PRCS) published 
County to County migration flows by asking respondents whether they lived in the same residence 1 year ago. 
For people who lived in a different residence, the location of their previous residence is collected. 

The region should focus on retaining young adults aged 18-24 to offset the aging population by creating 
opportunities for employment that are attractive to young adults and creating cultural amenities that increase 
the quality of life for young adults. The 2011-2015 ACS and PRCS stated that 10,482 18-24 year olds in Worces-
ter County either moved to a different county in the same state or a different state (see figure 2 below). This 
statistic represents 12.57% of 83,396 18-24 year olds in Worcester County. A majority (52.97%) of the young 
adults moving to a different county within the same state relocated to the Greater Boston region, either in Essex 
County, MA or Suffolk County, MA. The percentage of young adults moving out of state was more statistically 
varied, while 12.51% moved to Rhode Island in either Providence County or Washington County. 

75.2%

12.2%

5.9%
6.7%

Nonmovers

Movers within Same 
County

Movers to Different 
County, Same State

Movers to Different 
State

FIGURE 5  |  Outward Migration of 18 - 24 Year Olds,
                       Worcester County, 2011‐2015

References: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
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Education
There are 13 institutions of higher education within the SWC region which economic development efforts 
should continue to capitalize on. The region falls slightly under the Commonwealth’s percentage of the popu-
lation aged 25 years or greater with a Bachelor’s degree or higher (37.53%) for 2016, while above the U.S.’ per-
centage of the population with a Bachelor’s degree or higher (30.30%). The high level of educational attainment 
for SWC provides the region with a highly skilled work force, which constitutes an essential component of the 
region’s capacity to generate and support economic growth. The highly skilled workforce is a deciding factor for 
businesses to expand in and/or relocate to the region. A strong educational system also helps attract and retain 
workers who seek excellent educational opportunities for themselves or their children. Economic growth in the 
region is highly dependent on maintaining a workforce with high skill levels and diverse skill levels. There was an 
11.75% increase in the number of students enrolled in K-12 education within the SWC region from 2010-2015. 
These 97,673 students provide a pipeline of talent for the future workforce. For a complete list of educational 
attainment and K-12 enrollments, see Tables J and L in Appendix V. (pg. 144-146 of Appendix) 

Housing 
As with population, household formations (defined as more than one person establishing a shared living space) 
have been increasing and are projected to continue this trend. Communities with the largest increase in house-
hold formations from 2010-2015 were Hardwick (23.47%), Sturbridge (17.71%), Brookfield (15.45%) and Leices-
ter (15.42%). 

Continued growth in household formations will likely require new housing stock, which will support the region’s 
construction industry. With the retirement of older construction workers, suitable training and apprenticeship pro-
grams will be required for a new generation of those entering the construction trades. The West sub-region of the 
SWC area had the largest growth in household construction from 2010-2015, increasing by 9.40%. For a complete 
list of housing formations from 2011-2016, see Tables B and B1 in Appendix V. (pg. 126-127 of Appendix)

The median price of homes sold in Worcester County is currently $252,100 as of March 2018 and has increased 
8.8% in the past year.1 Demand for housing is outstripping supply as a larger number of home buyers are mov-
ing west from the Boston region, also tied to a greater number of millennials moving to the region. In 2016, the 
ACS reported there were 329,285 total housing units in Worcester County, 302,794 of those housing units were 
occupied. Of those 302,794 occupied housing units, 64.70% were owner occupied while 35.3% were renter 
occupied.2

The availability of low or moderate-income housing in communities is an important measurement for the afford-
ability of communities. Many of our communities have housing committees and other have authorities as well. 
Housing developed under Chapter 40B is eligible and other types of housing qualify to a community’s afford-
able housing stock. Chapter 40B is a state statute, which enables local Zoning Boards of Appeals to approve 
affordable housing developments under flexible rules if at least 20-25% of the units have long-term affordability 
restrictions. Subsidized housing inventory of total housing stock in the SWC region ranges from 0% in New Brain-
tree to 13.40% in Worcester. The average subsidized housing inventory for the region is 4.69%. For a complete list 
of subsidized housing inventory in the SWC region in 2017, see Table Q in Appendix V. (pg. 154-155 of Appendix)
The Housing Choice Initiative rewards municipalities that have produced certain rates or amounts of new housing 
units in the last five years and that adopted best practices related to housing production that will sustain a 21st 
century workforce and increase access to opportunity for Massachusetts residents. Communities that achieve the 

1https://www.mass.gov/info-details/2018-housing-choice-communities 

2https://www.zillow.com/worcester-county-ma/home-values/

3U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates
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Housing Choice designation will have exclusive access to apply for the new Housing Choice Grant Program and 
receive bonus points or other considerations to certain state grant programs. The Housing Choice Initiative also 
includes separate funding for the Small Town Housing Choice competitive capital grant program exclusively for 
towns with population under 7,000. Currently 5 municipalities within SWC have been awarded designation as 
Housing Choice communities. These are Boylston, Grafton, Holden, Rutland, and Worcester.1

Infrastructure
The region’s transportation infrastructure provides companies with the ability to access markets, support their 
supply chains, and access a large labor pool. The region possesses existing freight rail infrastructure, with Class 
I, II, and III operators providing service to businesses throughout the SWC area. CSX Corporation, a Class I 
operator, the Providence and Worcester railroad, managed by Genesee & Wyoming, and Pan Am Railways, Inc., 
both Class II operators, control the freight rail lines through the region. Additionally, there are three short-line, 
or Class III, operators in the SWC area, the Grafton/Upton Railroad, the East Brookfield & Spencer Railroad, and 
the Massachusetts Central Railroad that provide freight options for shipping of goods. This rail infrastructure is 
an important component in the movement of goods to and from the area, and there are also trucking distribu-
tion facilities connected to the rail system that provide opportunities to move goods between rail and road.  
(For a map of freight rail infrastructure in the SWC region, see Map 1 in Appendix VII on pg. 182 of Appendix.)

The Framingham/Worcester Massachusetts Bay Transit Authority (MBTA) commuter rail line supports passenger 
rail transportation to and from Boston, currently with twenty (20) roundtrips each day connecting work oppor-
tunities with residents in both the greater Boston and Worcester areas. There should be continuous tracking, 
scheduling, and service improvements made to the Framingham/Worcester line to increase and improve the 
ridership experience. The inter- and intra-city public transportation system, managed by the Worcester Regional 
Transit Authority (WRTA), is another tool providing mobility for residents and workers within the SWC region. 
Thirteen (13) communities in the region are served by twenty-eight (28) fixed bus routes, this figure increases to 
29 communities in SWC when considering Paratransit services. (For a map of the WRTA service area, as well as 
bus and shuttle routes, see Map 2 in Appendix VII on pg. 183 of Appendix)

The SWC region also is geographically located at the intersection of several major highways that are another critical 
resource for the movement of goods and people. Continual improvements occur along these roadways and at the 
major intersections of these routes to improve travel. These major transportation routes include the Massachusetts 
Turnpike (Interstate 90), Interstates (290, 190, 495, 84), Routes (20, 9, 140), and the Worcester-Providence Turnpike 
(MA-146). Throughout the SWC area there are also smaller state routes that provide easy movement of goods and 
people across the region. (For a map of the highway infrastructure in the region, see Map 4 in Appendix VII on pg. 
185 of Appendix) A final piece of the transportation infrastructure is the five (5) airports in the region. There is an 
expectation that the Worcester Regional Airport, the largest and only one with commercial aviation, will play a critical 
role in the region as an infrastructure asset as service to and from other airports expands. For a list of Airport Char-
acteristics in the SWC region, see Table T in Appendix V on pg. 157 of Appendix. (For a map of the airports in the 
region see Map 3 in Appendix VII on pg. 184 of Appendix) 
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Utility infrastructure, or lack thereof in some of the rural communities, acts as a limitation to economic develop-
ment. The limited natural gas infrastructure in parts of the SWC region limits the capacity of available parcels 
for many industrial development options for businesses using natural gas for heating or as a necessary process 
element. Similarly, the need for public water and sewer infrastructure limits the development capacity of parcels 
currently served by on-site wells and septic systems. 

Shorter construction seasons, high construction costs, and the limited supply of readily developable sites within 
the area are also constraints on development. Three out of 40 municipalities within the SWC region have limited 
or no broadband service.3 Electric and natural gas prices in Massachusetts have increased this past decade due 
to higher delivery costs of natural gas; Figure 3 provides information on the increase in electric costs from 2001 
to 2017. Natural gas is used by power plants in New England to produce over 40 percent of the region’s electric 
power. Other areas of the country that are less dependent on natural gas for electricity generation have not 
seen rate increases comparable to this region.4 

Massachusetts needs to better diversify its energy portfolio by expanding the resources used to produce power, 
improving transmission efficiencies and promoting renewable energy resources. 

Reference: U.S. Energy Information Administration

3  Massachusetts Broadband Institute, 2014, http://broadband.masstech.org/news-andupdates/map-gallery/massbroad-
band-123-maps-data

4   Overview of Electricity & Natural Gas Rates. Retrieved February, from http://www.mass.gov/ago/doing-business-in-mas-
sachusetts/energy-and-utilities/energy-rates-and-billing/electric-and-gas-rates.html
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Income and Poverty Rates
The average per capita income for the SWC region was $35,474 in 2016. Six communities in the region expe-
rienced decreases in their per capita income from 2010-2016. Boylston (-7.15%) and West Boylston (-6.08%), 
located in the Northeast and North Sub-regions experienced the largest decreases in per capita income. Eco-
nomic development in these communities should focus on attracting high-paying industries that can increase 
the per capita income for residents. This focus can increase overall disposable income that can better support 
the region’s retail, service, restaurant and other businesses. (For a complete list of per capita income within the 
region, see Tables F and F1 in Appendix V (on pages 134-146 of Appendix)

References:  US Census Bureau, Decennial 2010 Census, U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community, Survey 
5-Year Estimates

The median household income for the SWC region was $77,760 in 2016. The median household income for 
the Commonwealth of Massachusetts was $70,954 in 2016. Municipalities that had median household incomes 
below the State threshold include:

The high median household income in the SWC region can be attributed to the median household incomes in 

TABLE 14A  |  Per Capita Income, Southern Worcester
County Sub-regions & Massachusetts, 
2010-2016

2010 2016 % Change 
2010-2016

SWC Average $32,685 $35,474 8.54%
Massachusetts $33,936 $38,069 12.18%
North Sub-region $33,777 $37,668 11.52%
Northeast Sub-region $43,671 $46,647 6.81%
Southeast Sub-region $35,444 $39,066 10.22%
Southwest Sub-region $29,260 $32,109 9.74%
West Sub-region $29,721 $32,130 8.10%
Central Sub-region $24,236 $25,224 4.08%

Region/Sub-region
Per Capita Income

References  US Census Bureau, Decennial 2010 Census 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2011-2015 American Community Survey  
5-Year Estimates

• Barre (North Sub-region)

• Oxford (Southwest Sub-region)  

• Webster (Southwest Sub-region) 

• Hardwick (West Sub-region) 

• Warren (West Sub-region) 

• Worcester (Central Sub-region)

  

• Dudley (Southwest Sub-region)  
• Southbridge (Southwest Sub-region)

• Brookfield (West Sub-region) 

• Spencer (West Sub-region) 

• West Brookfield (West Sub-region)
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the North ($91,094), Northeast ($101,333), and Southeast ($93,163) sub-regions of SWC. Economic develop-
ment in the North, Southwest, West, and Central sub-regions should focus on raising the levels of household 
income by providing job opportunities within the high-paying industry sectors. There are six municipalities in 
the SWC region considered to have high household median income ($100,000+). The Northeast sub-region of 
SWC has the highest average for household median incomes ($101,333). For a complete list of median house-
hold incomes, see Tables F2 and F3 in Appendix V. (pg. 136-138 of Appendix)

The Southwest, West, and Central sub-regions of SWC have the largest concentrations of populations living 
below the poverty level. Despite economic growth at the level of household median income, this economic 
growth has not transferred for populations at the median level of income and below. The unemployment rate, 
median wages, and wage inequality in the bottom half of the wage distribution are significant determinants of 
the poverty rate. Municipalities in the SWC region that are experiencing poverty rates of greater than 10% of 
the population in 2016 include: 

• Oxford (Southwest Sub-region) • Hardwick (West Sub-region)

• Southbridge (Southwest Sub-region) • Spencer (West Sub-region)

• Webster (Southwest Sub-region) • Warren (West Sub-region)

• Brookfield (West Sub-region) • Worcester (Central Sub-region)

Populations under the age of 18 living below poverty levels should also be a focus for economic development. 
The average for SWC in 2016 for the population under 18 living below the poverty level was 10.70%; these 
percentages are rather low throughout the region with exceptions to several pockets of poverty in the different 
sub-regions. Municipalities in the SWC region that are experiencing poverty rates of greater than 10% for their 
population under 18 include:

• West Boylston (North Sub-region) • Northbridge (Southeast Sub-region)

• Uxbridge (Southeast Sub-region) • Dudley (Southwest Sub-region)

• Oxford (Southwest Sub-region) • Southbridge (Southwest Sub-region)

• Webster (Southwest Sub-region) • Brookfield (West Sub-region)

• Hardwick (West Sub-region) • Spencer (West Sub-region)

• Warren (West Sub-region) • Worcester (Central Sub-region)

For a complete list of poverty rates for the general population and the population less than 18 years old, see 
Tables I and I1 in Appendix V. (pg. 142-144 of Appendix)
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Labor Force and Employment
The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) defines labor force participation as the percentage of the population 16 
years and older either working or actively seeking work. The BLS defines the employment to population ratio 
as the percentage of the population 16 years and older currently working. Those who have no job and are not 
looking for one—are not counted in the labor force; this includes the population that is going to school, retired, 
maintain family responsibilities, those marginally attached to the labor force, and discouraged workers. 

The average employment-population ratio for the SWC sub-regions was 63.40% in 2016. The Southeast (68.90%) 
and Northeast (68.10%) Sub-regions had the highest employment-population ratios in 2016. Douglas (73.70%), 
located in the Southeast Sub-region had the highest employment-population ratio in the SWC region. West Boyl-
ston (38.70%), located in the North Sub-region had the lowest employment-population ratio for the SWC region in 
2016. There were 30 municipalities that experienced decreasing or flat employment-population ratios from 2010-
2016 in the SWC region. Eight municipalities had employment-population ratios level or lower than 60% in 2016. 

The labor force participation rate for the SWC was 67.80% in 2016. Half of the municipalities in the SWC region 
had labor force participation rates greater than or equal to 70% in 2016. The Southeast (73.30%) and Northeast 
(70.80%) Sub-regions had the highest labor force participation percentages in 2016. Blackstone (76.80%) and 
Douglas (76.20%), both located in the Southeast Sub-region had the highest labor force percentages in 2016. 
West Boylston had the lowest labor force participation out of the SWC region in 2010 and 2016, dropping to 
40.90% over the 6 year period. 

The employment-population ratio and labor force participation rates (see Figure 4 below) for the SWC region 
suggests that 4.40% of the SWC region or an estimated 22,634 people over the age of 16 in the SWC region 
were actively seeking work in 2016. This figure does not include those who are marginally attached to the labor 
force or discouraged workers (that is, those people who have stopped trying to find work after an extended 
period of unemployment). Statistics such as these suggest portions of the region may have an untapped labor 
pool, allowing expanding businesses or those employers new to the region may to have access to available 
workforce. However, the skillsets of this potential labor pool are unknown and there may be need for additional 
skills training programs. For a complete list of employment-population ratios and labor force participation, see 
Tables G, G1, H, H1, and Figure H in Appendix V.  (pg. 138-141 of Appendix) 

References:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates    
U.S. Census Bureau, 2006-2010 American Community Survey
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The region is dependent on industry clusters as displayed by the largest employers in the SWC region (see 
Table 4 below). These clusters include:

• Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 

• Educational Services, and HealthCare and Social Assistance

• Manufacturing

• Finance and Insurance

References:  U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates 
U.S. Census Bureau, 2007-2011 American Community Survey

Industries with the largest percentage increases in individuals employed from 2011-2016 include: 

• Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services (18.68%)

•  Professional, Scientific, and Management, and Administrative and Waste Management Services (12.58%)

• Educational Services, and Health Care and Social Assistance (8.51%)

For more information on industry employment by sub-region, see pages 156-159 in Appendix V.

Industry

Civilian employed population 16 years and over 286,432 4.05% - - -

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining 1,171 -2.01% 0.41% 1.01 0.21

Construction 15,915 -14.12% 5.56% 1.02 0.89

Manufacturing 33,520 -10.53% 11.70% 1.29 1.13

Wholesale trade 7,461 -11.95% 2.60% 1.13 0.97

Retail trade 33,654 8.72% 11.75% 1.10 1.02

Transportation and warehousing, and utilities 11,737 0.19% 4.10% 1.13 0.82

Information 5,799 -12.31% 2.02% 0.86 0.96

Finance and insurance, and real estate and 
rental and leasing 18,680 -4.40% 6.52% 0.87 0.99

Professional, scientific, and management, and 
administrative and waste management services 31,993 12.58% 11.17% 0.83 1.00

Educational services, and health care and social assistance 78,932 8.51% 27.56% 0.98 1.19

Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and 
accommodation and food services 22,437 18.68% 7.83% 0.89 0.81

Other services, except public administration 11,580 -5.07% 4.04% 0.91 0.82

Public administration 10,438 1.55% 3.64% 0.92 0.77

Southern 
Worcester 

County 
Total

Percent
Change

2011-2016Industry
Percent of 
Total SWC

Employment

SWC
Mass.

LQ

SWC
U.S.
LQ

TABLE 18  |  INDIVIDUALS EMPLOYED BY INDUSTRY, 2011-2016
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The size of spheres in Figure 5 above designates the proportion of specific industry employment relative to 
individuals employed for the whole SWC region. Educational services, and Health Care and Social Assistance 
(27.56%) followed by Retail Trade (11.75%), Manufacturing (11.70%), and Professional, Scientific, Management, 
Administrative and Waste Management Services (11.17%) comprise 62.18% of industry employment for SWC. 

Location quotients (LQ) are defined by the BLS as comparisons of the concentration of an industry within a 
specific area to the concentration of that industry locally or nationwide. An LQ greater than 1 indicates an in-
dustry with a greater share of the local area employment than is the case at the state level or nationwide.6 While 
Manufacturing employment has decreased from 2011-2016, the industry has the largest employment concentra-
tion (LQ: 1.29) relative to state- level employment in the SWC region. The Commonwealth of Massachusetts is 
known for its world class educational and medical institutions, the SWC region’s LQ for Educational Services, 

While it is important to retain top employers for the region, SWC is primarily a region of small employers under 
the Small Business Association (SBA) criteria with less than 500 employees or less than $7.5 million in average 
annual receipts for nonmanufacturing industries. Therefore business retention and expansion programs should 
be aimed at assisting small businesses. For a full list of employers in the SWC region with 500+ employees, see 
Table M in Appendix V. (pg. 147-148 of Appendix)

6  QCEW Establishment Size Classes (For NAICS-Based Data). (2016, December 15). Retrieved from 
https://data.bls.gov/cew/doc/info/location_quotients.htm
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Unemployment rates in the SWC CEDS region have been lower than unemployment rates at the state level from 2011-2016 
(see Figure 6 below). Unemployment rates have been declining in all of the SWC Sub-regions. The unemployment rate is 
still a cause of concern and must be a focus of continuing economic development efforts within the region. For a complete 
list of unemployment rates for, see Table N in Appendix V. (pg. 148-149 of Appendix) 

References: U.S. Census Bureau, 2012-2016 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates ..

The Central Mass Workforce Investment Board (CMWIB) is the region’s primary workforce development authority. The 
CMWIB covers 33 out of the 40 towns within the designated SWC region. The CMWIB offers several programs to offset the 
number of displaced workers across industry sectors, focusing specifically on future labor market demands. For a full list of 
services offered by the CMWIB, see Appendix V. (pg. 153-154 of Appendix)
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Southern Worcester County Massachusetts

Reference: American Community Survey, 5‐Year Estimates, 2011 ‐ 2016

FIGURE 20  |  Unemployment Rate, Southern Worcester County  
& Massachusetts, 2011-2016

*NAICS is the North American Industry Classification System

Reference:  Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development,  
Department of Unemployment Assistance, 2017

Construction employment represents the industry with the highest percentage of Unemployment Insurance (UI) 
Claims for all industries (see Table 5 above); this is due to the shorter construction season in the region.

# of Claimants % of Population # of Claimants % of Population
11 - Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting 1,121 1.30% 63 0.80%
21 - Mining, Quarrying, Oil and Gas Extraction 239 0.30% 19 0.20%
22 - Utilities 224 0.30% 27 0.30%
23 - Construction 18,415 21.60% 1,704 21.90%
31-33 - Manufacturing 5,722 6.70% 810 10.40%
42 - Wholesale Trade 2,946 3.50% 338 4.30%
44-45 - Retail Trade 6,120 7.20% 623 8.00%
48-49 - Transportation and Warehousing 2,565 3.00% 247 3.20%
51 - Information 1,505 1.80% 102 1.30%
52 - Finance and Insurance 2,144 2.50% 180 2.30%
53 - Real Estate and Rental Leasing 1,379 1.60% 96 1.20%
54 - Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services 6,233 7.30% 497 6.40%
55 - Management of Companies and Enterprises 368 0.40% 29 0.40%
56 - Admin & Support, Waste Mgmt & Remediation Serv. 12,669 14.90% 1,080 13.90%
61 - Educational Services 1,214 1.40% 107 1.40%
62 - Health Care and Social Assistance 5,458 6.40% 547 7.00%
71 - Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation 2,979 3.50% 294 3.80%
72 - Accommodation and Food Services 6,546 7.70% 298 3.80%
81 - Other Services (except Public Administration) 3,633 4.30% 317 4.10%
92 - Public Administration 1,627 1.90% 203 2.60%
99 - INA (No NAICS Code) 2,065 2.40% 198 2.50%

Lorem ipsum

Industry by Two-Digit NAICS* Sector Code
Massachusetts Central Massachusetts WDA

TABLE 21   |   Profile of Massachusetts and Central Massachusetts Unemployment Insurance Claimants 
by Industry Sector, February 2017
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Regional Target Industry Clusters
Various studies at different point in time have identified several existing and potential target clusters for the 
SWC region. In March 2014, the Worcester Regional Chamber of Commerce prepared a “Worcester Regional 
Economic Competitiveness Outlook.” That analysis identified three Growth Sectors and two Declining Sectors 
that were shaping the regional economy. The Growth Sectors were: Manufacturing, Education and Health, and 
Professional, Scientific and Technical Services. The Declining Sectors were the Information Sector and Whole-
sale Trade. During the preparation of this CEDS, these sectors were reevaluated and the growth sectors were 
reconfirmed.

Worcester County hosts a diverse group of industries, many poised for expansion under the proper circumstanc-
es. The presence of world class educational institutions, central location of the region as an opportunity for 
industries to access large markets, and clustering of industries with well-paying career tracts position the SWC 
region to succeed on a national and international level. Fostering a clustering of businesses from specific 
industries and growth sectors will also lead to an increase in supply chain interaction and development or 
growth in ancillary related businesses, thereby creating a network to support the overlying industry. 

As previously referenced, there are three economic sectors, as defined by the United States Department of 
Commerce, United States Census Bureau that should be the focus for expansion and growth in the coming 
years6, with the recently published Central MA Regional Workforce Blueprint7 identifying an additional three 
in their report “Transportation, Warehousing and Logistic, Construction, and Retail/Hospitality.” The region’s 
current mix of educational attainment, higher education and training institutions, and age of the population 
provides a stable foundation for success in these sectors and a system ready to support their growth.

Implementation of this CEDS report will focus on the three mutually identified primary growth opportunities for 
the foreseeable future in the region: Manufacturing; Professional, Scientific and Technical, and Educational Ser-
vices; and Health Care (including Social Assistance) sectors. Additionally, through the public outreach process, 
it was noted that Agriculture, because of its prevalence in Central Massachusetts, should also be considered a 
target cluster.

 6 Any unreferenced statistics used in this section were collected and provided as part of the Worcester Regional Eco-
nomic Competitiveness Outlook and were sourced from the 2010 1-Year Estimates American Community Survey for 
Worcester, Boston, and Massachusetts, the 2000 and 2010 County Business Patterns for Worcester County, and the 
2007 and 2011 Economic Census for Worcester County

 7http://www.cmwib.org/uploads/3e/7b/3e7bf4a53c3cf3fe078fa08bdfc7059e/Central-MA-Regional-Workforce-Blue-
print-final-march-2018.pdf
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Manufacturing

Manufacturing, defined as establishments engaged in the mechanical, physical, or chemical transformation of 
materials, substances, or components into new products, has long been an integral part of regional economy.5 
Worcester County, like many other regions in the area, had previously seen deterioration in its manufacturing 
workforce through offshoring. Prior to the 1970s, manufacturing represented approximately half of the work-
force in the City of Worcester and the region, before these manufacturing jobs were sent overseas. As measured 
by employment, manufacturing has continued to struggle in the region as it has across the Commonwealth, due 
to manufacturer’s difficulty in attracting qualified, skilled candidates to fill their labor needs. Additionally, 
advancements in technology and lean-manufacturing have streamlined the workforce and decreased the 
reliance on manpower to achieve the same productivity level.

Despite these changes, there is 
optimism in the industry to realize 
potential growth and recruitment 
within the region. While the 
Massachusetts Executive Office of 
Labor and Workforce Develop-
ment predicts a 5% decrease in 
employment for the Manufactur-
ing sector over the next decade, it 
should be noted that several 
subsectors in the Central Massa-
chusetts region covered by this 
CEDS are predicted to see an 
increase in employment.6 

These subsectors are:

• Food Manufacturing: + 3.1%

• Paper Manufacturing: + 4.2%

• Nonmetallic Mineral Product 
Manufacturing: + 4.1%

• Electrical Equipment, Appliance, 
and Component Manufacturing: + 
4.1%

The Worcester Regional Chamber of 
Commerce, through its Manufacturing 
Roundtable discussions with area manu-
facturers, recognizes the growth potential 
in the number of vacancies those manufacturers are seeking to fill on an ongoing basis. Through local partner-
ships, the region continues to recruit cohorts for manufacturing training to provide a talent turnpike of entry-lev-
el skilled employees to assist in meeting the needs of the manufacturing community. 

 

5   Definition of manufacturing as provided by the United States Department of Commerce: United States Census Bureau: 
https://www.census.gov/econ/manufacturing.html

6 Decade defined as 2014-2024: http://lmi2.detma.org/Lmi/Industry_Projection.asp?area=15000005long&cmd=Go
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In addition, there are other resources that could aid in the attraction of additional manufacturing companies:

•  The existing freight rail infrastructure, including the centralized location of the CSX Intermodal Terminal 
within Downtown Worcester, for the movement of goods and components is critical to the manufactur-
ing industry.

•  The access to several major highways within the area provides additional transportation options (both 
for inbound components and outbound product) and provides access to a large labor pool from which 
employees can be drawn.

•  In addition to the freight rail port, the Worcester region hosts a local port authority and customs house, 
located at the Worcester Regional Airport, to service air-bound and ground-transported imports/ex-
ports. ; Additionally there is a port of entry for freight rail as well, allowing for more convenience and 
ease in the import and export of goods internationally.

•  A regional airport with both commercial and general aviation services for the movement of clients, work-
ers and employers.

•  Continued investment in manufacturing training by Quinsigamond Community College (QCC), Worces-
ter Polytechnic Institute (WPI), and the vocational/technical high schools serving the area.

•  The interest of communities in the region to work with manufacturers on pre-permitting or expedited 
permitting of sites specifically for marketing as a manufacturing site.

•  The use of financial incentives to support the development of manufacturing.

These factors, combined with the resurgence of the local manufacturing economy and the continued involve-
ment of training partners creating a talent pool of skilled and ready-to-work employees, should provide the 
necessary tools to market the region to prospective manufacturing employers and support the growth of those 
already in the region.

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services

Professional, Scientific and Technical Services is comprised 
of establishments that specialize in performing profession-
al, scientific, and technical activities for others that require 
a high degree of expertise and training. Services that are 
included (but are not limited to) in this sector are: legal 
advice and representation; accounting, bookkeeping, and 
payroll services; architectural, engineering, and specialized 
design services; computer services; consulting services; 
research services; advertising services; photographic ser-
vices; translation and interpretation services; and veteri-
nary services. This sector excludes entities that are primar-

ily engaged in providing a range of day-to-day office administrative services, such as financial planning, billing 
and recordkeeping, personnel, and physical distribution and logistics.7

The Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development projects this sector to see a 10.3% 
growth in employment over the next decade.8 Additionally, there are two subsectors within this employment 
sector that are of significant importance in the region: Scientific Research & Development (R&D) and Computer 
Systems Design and Related Services.

7  Definition of Professional, Scientific and Technical Services as provided by the United States Department of Commerce: 
United States Census Bureau: https://www.census.gov/econ/isp/sampler.php?naicscode=54&naicslevel=2#

8  Decade defined as 2014-2024: http://lmi2.detma.org/Lmi/Industry_Projection.asp?area=15000005long&cmd=Go
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The SWC region has recently experienced a growing cluster of biotech, bio-manufacturing, and life sciences 
companies. At the center of this growing cluster, the City of Worcester has played an integral role with the 
establishment of one of the first biotechnology parks in the county, the Massachusetts Biotechnology Research 
Park, known today as the UMass Medicine Science Park. This development spurred significant regional devel-
opment within the surrounding communities with projects such as Grafton’s CenTech Park which was created to 
provide the manufacturing component of the biotechnology industry, complementing the research occurring 
within the area. From 2000 to 2010 the Scientific R&D industry saw a 37.7% growth across the region. As this 
industry continues to expand, growth within the SWC region is expected to continue.

The Computer Systems Design and Related Services subsector saw a 46.3% growth during the period of 2000 
to 2010 and is expected to continue to experience high growth within the region. Custom Computer Program-
ming Services is a subsector within this area and is of particular interest to the region as it includes video game 
development. This subsector also grew during the 2000 to 2010 period by 36.7%. Much like the increased 
interest in Scientific R&D being related to a collaborative partner organization in the region, this subsector 
also benefits from a strong regional resource. The Massachusetts Digital Games Institute (MassDiGI) is also a 
statewide resource for the digital and video game industry and is located on the Worcester campus of Becker 
College. The mission of MassDiGI is to foster growth in the innovation economy and provide a career path and 
talent development for the gaming industry. MassDiGI is also a United States Department of Commerce Eco-
nomic Development Administration (EDA) University Center. 

Educational Services and Health Care and Social Assistance

Educational services are defined as establishments that provide instruction and training in a wide variety of 
subjects. This instruction and training is provided by specialized establishments, such as schools, colleges, 
universities, and training centers. These establishments may be privately owned and operated, for-profit or 
not-for-profit, or they may be publicly owned and operated.9

9  Definition of Educational Services as provided by the United States Department of Commerce: United States Census 
Bureau: https://www.census.gov/econ/isp/sampler.php?naicscode=61&naicslevel=2
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Health Care and Social Assistance is defined as establishments providing health care and social assistance for 
individuals. Some entities provide medical care or social assistance exclusively, while others provide health care 
combined with social assistance, making it more difficult to distinguish the difference. Therefore, these two cat-
egories are combined by the U.S. Census Bureau due to the difficulty in distinguishing between types of service 
provided by some employers in this sector.10

While manufacturing has seen a decline in employment over the past several decades, Educational Services and 
Health Care and Social Assistance have increased and represent one of the largest employment sectors in the 
region. The growth in Educational Services between 2000 and 2010 was 6.2% in the region, while the Health 
Care and Social Assistance sector saw a 14.8% growth. The Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and Work-
force Development predict a 6.1% increase in employment for both the Educational Services and Health Care 
and Social Assistance sectors over the next decade.11

The Health Care and Social Assistance sector benefits from the region’s access to top-tier health care facili-
ties, including the University of Massachusetts Memorial Healthcare system, operating facilities in Worcester, 
Leominster, and Marlborough, the University of Massachusetts Medical School in Worcester, and other entities 
operating within the region. As one of the largest employers within the region, UMass Medical (13,200 highly 
educated and skilled individuals) is considered to be one of the premier teaching hospitals within the region 
and recruits from among the top students looking to pursue a career in the medical fields. The Massachusetts 
College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences University (MCPHS) produces graduates trained in a variety of health-
care fields. Graduates from institutions such as UMass Med, MCPHS, and Tufts Cummings School of Veterinary 
Services add to the talent pool of available employees and are supplemented by the work of the technical/vo-
cational high schools and other training providers trying to meet the needs of health care employers. 

With a continued push for diversification in the education options for students, combined with the network of 
public and private institutions in the K-12 subsector and thirteen colleges and universities in the region, employ-
ment options in this sector should continue to grow in the region.

Agriculture

Worcester County has more farms 
than any other county in the Com-
monwealth of Massachusetts, with 
1,526 farms. The region also has 
some of the highest farm to con-
sumer sales in the country, rank-
ing 6th in comparison to counties 
across the United States. With new 
businesses appearing in the agri-
culture space including, farmers 
markets, farm-to-table aggrega-
tors, the Worcester Regional Food 
Hub which aggregates fresh, local 
produce for sale to institutional 
buyers in the region, and farm 
side stands, there is a tremen-
dous amount of potential in the agriculture industry in the region. The increased demand for local produce has 
allowed local farms the opportunity to diversify their product offerings and increase revenue streams outside of 
the traditional forms of revenue.

10  Definition of Health Care and Social Assistance as provided by the United States Department of Commerce: United 
State Census Bureau: https://www.census.gov/econ/isp/sampler.php?naicscode=62&naicslevel=2#

11 Decade defined as 2014-2024: http://lmi2.detma.org/Lmi/Industry_Projection.asp?area=15000005long&cmd=Go
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SWOT ANALYSIS
This summary of the SWC region’s primary strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (or issues) is de-
rived from several sources, including but not limited to:

•  Input from residents, business people, government officials and board/commission members, not-for-
profit agency representatives, and others who participated in the development of this CEDS. In partic-
ular, four widely publicized meetings were held in different portions of the region. The compilation of 
discussion points from these meetings is provided in Appendix II (pg. 30-110 of Appendix)

•  Other research reports of relevance to preparation of this CEDS.

•  Statistical data obtained from a wide variety of regional, state and federal sources.

References below to Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities or Threats were derived from the analysis of re-
sponses to the online SWOT survey conducted as part of the research for this CEDS as well as discussion input 
received during the series of regional meetings that were conducted.

Strength and Opportunities 

Regional Economy

For the near-term to intermediate future, the regional economy is anchored in four industries that are respon-
sible for much of the employment (50.43% as of 2016) in the region – Educational Services, Health Care and 
Social Assistance, Professional, Scientific and Technical Services, and Manufacturing. The Service Sector in 
the region is also a strong component of the workforce.12 The growth of the innovation economy and active 
collaboration between academia and private industry clusters in Robotics, Engineering, Digital Gaming and 
Biopharmaceuticals & Medical Devices are competitive advantages for the regional economy. Jobs within these 
innovation economy industries, which cut across all industry sectors, typically pay high wages and support a 
high standard of living for the local community. SWC has the opportunity to take advantage of the growing 
Life Sciences industry, which is expected to continue growth in the state. The state leads the nation in Biophar-
maceuticals & Medical Device employment but there is room for growth in biomanufacturing. The Biopharma 
industry is growing in Massachusetts - jobs in the industry grew by 28.0% from 2007-2016.13

Central Massachusetts can serve as a model for building a cluster around Biomanufacturing and Biotech Re-
search and Development. Employment in these sectors grew by 12.0% and 40.0% from 2007-2016. SWC should 
leverage the available workforce, public-private partnerships, accessible location, research and development 
activity, and business support for STEM focused industries. The Biomanufacturing Park in Worcester is an ex-
ample of collaboration from public and private entities creating infrastructure to advance industry clusters by 
creating a 44-acre site with approximately 350,000 square feet of pad-ready space. The focus on current target 
clusters and innovation economy industries was viewed as a strength or opportunity by all sub-regions except 
the Southeast and West sub-regions. 

Diversification of the economy is important for decreasing dependency on the dominant four industries cited 
above and generating greater skill matches for the region’s labor market. Highlighted in the community meet-
ings was the importance of the growing arts community and cultural festivals. Increased regional focus on the 
arts not only increases the value of living in the region but serves as an economic multiplier, generating $125.7 

12  Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages 2017 Second Quarter. (2017, March 7). Retrieved from https://data.bls.
gov/cew/apps/data_views/data_views.htm#tab=Tables

13 Open for Business, Steps to Expand Biomanufacturing in Massachusetts, November 20th 2017
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million in economic activity in the city of Worcester alone.14 The green energy sector is growing in the state, 
as well as in Central Massachusetts. Central Massachusetts green energy businesses grew by 2.9% from 2016-
2017.15 The Arts and Culture industries were viewed as a Strength or Opportunity by all sub-regions.

The travel, tourism, and hospitality industry is critical in leveraging the historical and cultural assets in the region 
as an engine for economic growth. The Massachusetts Office of Travel & Tourism (MOTT) is the state agency 
dedicated to promoting Massachusetts as a leisure travel destination. Discover Central Massachusetts, the local 
tourism agency as designated by MOTT, markets Central Massachusetts as a competitive destination for travel 
and tourism, as well as conventions, meetings, and events, while supporting agricultural tourism and promotion. 
Discover Central Massachusetts’ coverage designated by MOTT represents 35 out of the 40 communities in 
SWC. Three communities are served by the MetroWest Visitors Bureau. In 2015, more than 3,220 people were 
employed in tourism-related jobs in Central Massachusetts alone, accounting for a payroll of over $90 million 
annually. Travelers spent $523 million in the Central Massachusetts region, resulting in local tax receipts of $11.4 
million and supporting 3,306 jobs.16 Tourist expenditures include many categories including lodging, entertain-
ment, dining, transportation, and fuel; many local businesses rely on the spending of visitors to the region. The 
region offers both tourism destinations, such as museums, and other notable places of interest, while also offer-
ing outdoor destinations, such as trails, scenic byways, outdoor sports activities, and water recreation activities.

Opportunity Zones are a new community development program established by Congress in the Tax Cuts and 
Jobs Act of 2017 to encourage long-term investments in low-income urban and rural communities nationwide. 
The Opportunity Zones program provides a tax incentive for investors to re-invest their unrealized capital gains 
into Opportunity Funds that are dedicated to investing into Opportunity Zones designated by the chief execu-
tives of every U.S. state and territory. As of May, 2018 5 Census Tracts in SWC have been approved for Oppor-
tunity Zones. These Census Tracts are located in:

• Spencer

• Sturbridge/Charlton

• Webster

• Worcester (2 Tracts)

Expansion into new markets was noted as an opportunity for 
the region’s employers. The Worcester Regional Chamber of 
Commerce has been working since 2014 to develop strategies 
to promote economic development in the region through 
import / export trade agreements, additional educational part-
nerships, cultural exchanges, and other strategic efforts. Seven 
countries have been identified as prime areas for such partner-
ships: Germany, Canada, Ireland, Ghana, Taiwan, Israel, and 
Mexico. These international efforts are part of the Chamber’s 
ongoing strategy of Recruit, Retain, and Incubate. Germany, 
Canada, and Mexico alone represent $7.4 billion of Massachu-
setts’ $26.7 billion exported goods in 2017. There are existing 
businesses, cultural and governmental relationships which can 
continue to be built.

14 Arts and Economic Prosperity 5 Worcester, MA Washington D.C.: Americans for the Arts.
15 2017 Massachusetts Clean Energy Industry Report, Boston MA: Massachusetts Clean Energy Center
16 DCM Mission. (n.d.). Retrieved from https://www.discovercentralma.org/membership/mission/
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MILLBURY

Workforce

A substantial proportion of the Worcester County’s population over the age of 25 (37.53%) has a bachelor’s 
degree or higher, contributing to a highly skilled workforce. The educational levels of the workforce were 
viewed as a Strength. The region possesses a large number of vocational and technical high schools capable 
of creating a talent pipeline that can meet the skill demands of a wide variety of employers. Investments made 
by Quinsigamond Community College throughout the region in Southbridge, Northbridge, and Blackstone will 
further increase advanced manufacturing skills. For example, a new advanced manufacturing training program 
in Blackstone Valley will offer certificate courses and customized curriculums to address a present skills gap in 
manufacturing. SWC must take advantage of funds and training programs to retrain workers who are unem-
ployed or discouraged. The manufacturing sector should continue to market jobs within the sector to younger 
generations. The age and skills of the workforce were predominantly viewed as a Strength or Opportunity. Both 
gaps in skills availability and some collaborative efforts to create training opportunities to fill the needs of em-
ployers in the region were noted.

Agriculture

The region should continue to support local farm initiatives such as Central Mass Grown and the Regional 
Environmental Council. These initiatives are important in supporting an ecosystem of farms, value-added busi-
nesses, retailers, restaurants and community organizations. In the most recent census from the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), there were 1,526 farms in Worcester County. These farms focus on selling 
their products in farmers markets, diversified farm stands, and community-supported agriculture farm shares, as 
well as to restaurants that feature farm-to-table menu items. The agricultural business was viewed as a Strength 
or Opportunity by all sub-regions.

Education

Educational attainment was noted as a competitive advantage of the region. There are 13 institutions of higher 
education in SWC. The involvement of these colleges and universities in community-building has improved the 
standard of living in the region. Local colleges possess high value-added research and development initiatives 
aimed at fostering innovation and commercialization. For example, MassDIGI at Becker College and Practice 
Point at WPI are both products of economic development through the collaboration of state government, 
academia, and industry. Institutions like Quinsigamond Community College, Clark University’s Small Business 
Development Program, and Nichols 
College have been key proponents 
in mentoring local small business-
es in growth strategies, financing 
and loan assistance. Opportunities 
through these types of institutions 
include leveraging the efforts of the 
region’s technical and vocational 
schools and increasing the capacity 
and exposure to industry skill de-
mands. The region can market the 
SWC corridor as a pipeline of talent 
development for growing business-
es in all of the region’s target clus-
ters. The impact of local community 
colleges was viewed as a Strength of 
all sub-regions.
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Economic Development and Business Climate

AVAILABLE SITES & BUILDINGS, PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT

Community collaboration between government leaders and 
economic development staff was frequently cited as strength for 
the region. Those staffed to promote economic development 
can provide targeted support services for communities. For the 
region to create further opportunity for economic development, 
focus should be placed on joint efforts for rezoning, site consoli-
dation, and brownfield remediation to create developable sites. 
There is an opportunity for the SWC region to work together to 
promote economic development by making investments into 
pad-ready sites. 

The Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission 
(CMRPC) has worked with regional communities to develop 
prioritization projects in the form of Priority Development Areas 
(PDA) and Priority Preservation Areas (PPA). There are currently 
23 PDAs within SWC as outlined by CMRPC. These 23 PDAs are 
located within Grafton, Millbury, Northbridge, Shrewsbury, Southbridge, Spencer, Sturbridge, Webster, West-
borough, West Boylston, and Worcester. 

There are over 332 properties for sale within SWC. The composition of these properties is: 153 parcels of land, 
64 office buildings or spaces, 54 industrial buildings, 49 retail spaces, 11 flex-use spaces, and one property for 
medical use. Within SWC, there are 586 properties currently available for lease. The composition of these prop-
erties is: 252 properties available for office use, 111 properties available for industrial use, 166 properties for 
retail use, 32 properties for flex use and 25 properties for medical use.17 There are currently only two real estate 
sites being advertised for development within the SWC region on the MassEcon ZoomProspector database.18 
MassEcon also operates a ReadyMass100 program which selects up to 100 properties that reflect a high level of 
marketability and will attract prospective companies and site selectors to consider Massachusetts as an expan-
sion location. There are currently 8 properties from the SWC that have been accepted to the ReadyMass100 
program.19 Once a property meets all minimum criteria for a parcel of land or building, a one-time fee is applied 
for the site to be given ReadyMass100 priority status. The sharing of information for available sites and build-
ings was viewed as an Opportunity in the region. These services include:

1. Highlighted on the ReadyMass 100 searchable portfolio

2. Promoted to the national and local site selection community

3.  Provided priority status in matching companies’ real estate needs through  
MassEcon’s Site Selection Service

The region has the opportunity to accelerate development by taking better advantage of existing listing and 
site certification programs that are currently in use.

17 CoStar Group, Retrieved from www.costar.com
18 http://statema.zoomprospector.com/
19 https://massecon.com/services/readymass100/search/
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BUSINESS CLIMATE, FINANCING & INCENTIVES

Through various state programs, communities are equipped with several development tools and options to 
facilitate business growth and expansion through implementation of progressive ordinances and zoning, and 
streamlined local and state permitting. Massachusetts General Law Chapter 43D, known as the Expedited Per-
mitting program, was signed into law in 2006 and amended in 2012 creating a transparent process to expedite 
municipal permitting to create a “Priority Development Site” (PDS).20 A PDS is a publicly or privately-owned 
property that is designated at the local level and approved by the Commonwealth’s Interagency Permitting 
Board. This program can be utilized for sites meeting the following criteria:

1. Commercial, Industrial, Residential, or Mixed Use 

2. Development or Redevelopment of at least 50,000 square feet of gross floor area in a new or existing 
    building/structure

The benefits of opting into Chapter 43D include: 

1.  Priority consideration for the MassWorks Infrastructure Program grants, brownfields  
remediation assistance, and other financing through quasi-public organizations

2. Online marketing of a site and promotion of a pro-business regulatory climate

3. Improved municipal planning and permitting efficiencies 

4. Collection of special fees for priority development site permit applications

Currently, only 11 of the 40 communities within the geographic scope of SWC are designated Chapter 43D 
communities. The Massachusetts Office for Business Development (MOBD) also offers the Microlending and 
Community Development Capital Program as a capital lending program for nonprofits, including Community 
Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) and Community Development Corporations (CDCs), that cannot 
secure traditional financing through banks.21 The funding secured for nonprofits will provide for an extension of 
credit to small businesses in the form of:

1. $100,000 available for direct loans and technical assistance

2. $125,000 available for leveraging federal and/or private funds extending credit to small businesses.

MOBD also offers the Economic Development Incentives Program (EDIP), which is the Commonwealth’s in-
vestment tax credit program for businesses. EDIP tax credits are available to companies that make qualifying 
investments in new facilities and create or retain jobs. Within the EDIP is the Tax Increment Financing (TIF) tool 
which allows municipalities to grant property tax exemptions to landowners of up to 100% of the tax increment 
of development for a maximum period of 20 years. MOBD also extends the opportunity for municipalities to 
apply for District Improved Financing (DIF), which is used for designating development districts. A DIF provides 
municipalities with greater flexibility in proposed zoning and financial plans for acquiring land for construc-
tion. The use of tools such as DIF and TIF within the EDIP encourages redevelopment of existing sites, urban 
infill, and revitalization. These tools provide opportunities to increase property value and increase tax revenue 
through multi-unit housing or commercial development.22

Opportunities for business climate improvements are also possible through broad-based customer service 
training and municipal skills development training. SWC should focus on collaboration surrounding economic 
development, sharing best practices and leads or lead assistance to best gain access to state funds. 

20 https://www.mass.gov/service-details/chapter-43d-expedited-local-permitting
21  https://www.mass.gov/service-details/2018-microlending-and-community-development-capital-program
22 https://www.mass.gov/service-details/smart-growth-smart-energy-toolkit-modules-district-improvement-financing-diftax
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ENTREPRENEURSHIP SUPPORT

Start-up activity in the region has been on the 
rise. The region was included in the top ten by 
the Progressive Policy Institute’s “Next in Tech” 
research report as one of the top ten emerging 
technology hubs.23 Important in the nurturing 
of start-ups for the region are programs hosted 
by the Worcester Regional Chamber of Com-
merce such as SCORE and StartUp Worcester 
which offer mentoring and financial support to 
start-ups. The supply of collaborative workspac-
es such as co-working spaces, maker spaces, 
incubators, and accelerators were cited as a 
strength. There are currently 12 collaborative 
workspaces in SWC which support growth for 
general start-ups, as well as supporting the Digital Gaming, Robotics, Engineering, and Biotechnology region-
al clusters. The entrepreneurship and small business mentoring programs at local colleges were also cited as 
strengths. Access to capital for start-ups is an opportunity to increase the activity of the start-up ecosystem. 
There is an opportunity for the region to collaborate in providing an adequate inventory of collaborative work 
spaces to grow the start-up economy. The increased number of homebased businesses should also serve as a 
complement to the growing supply of collaborative workspaces within the region.

Infrastructure

Assets of the transportation infrastructure that were cited as strengths include the highway system, proximity 
to five international airports (Logan International Airport, T.F. Green International Airport – RI, Bradley Interna-
tional - CT, John F. Kennedy International and LaGuardia International - NY), a well utilized freight rail system 
managed by CSX Corporation and the Providence and Worcester railroad, managed by Genesee & Wyoming. 
Other strengths of the regional transportation system include the Framingham/Worcester MBTA rail line sup-
porting passenger rail transportation to and from Boston, and the regional public transportation system man-
aged by the Worcester Regional Transit Authority. The existing transportation network provides companies with 
the ability to access a broad regional market, support their supply chains, and access a large labor pool. SWC 
is near several markets within New England including Boston, Springfield, Providence, RI, and the Connecticut 
market. Businesses can reach over 8 million customers within 50 miles. 

UTILITY & TELECOMMUNICATIONS INFRASTRUCTURE: Water, Sewer, Electrics, Gas, Telecommunications

The updating of existing treatment facilities for public sewer was valued as a priority for communities. The 
reliability and consistency of electric power, along with proactive measures such as tree trimming to prevent 
future power outages, were also identified as strengths of the existing electric utility infrastructure. Availability 
of natural gas is important as part of the region’s infrastructure. Communities must seek to build out municipal 
infrastructure to attract development. Municipal aggregation for electric power allows for more efficient rates, 
and companies are working in consortiums to purchase power together. Many available sites that are develop-
ment-ready have access to three-phase electric power which allows a company to move in and use electricity 
at a lower rate. Opportunities are present for communities to designate themselves as a Green Community, 
gaining access to funds for solar and renewable energy. There is opportunity for growth in the region by laying 
fiber networks. Improving the high speed voice and data network throughout the region will aid current busi-
ness operations and work as an attraction for relocating businesses.

23  Mandel, M. (2017). How the Startup Economy is Spreading Across the Country — and How It Can Be Accelerated (Rep.). 
Washington D.C.: Progressive Policy Institute. Retrieved from http://technet.org/blog/how-the-startup-economy-is-
spreading-across-the-country
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LEADERSHIP AND POLITICS

Strengths highlighted include an engaged leadership and skilled municipal staff. The engagement and accessi-
bility of state legislators was also noted as a strength. Political civility in the region continues to be considered 
important in accelerating economic development. There is community interest in setting up quarterly meetings 
to meet with local legislators to discuss current projects and new programs, as well as share ideas on opportuni-
ties for more effective collaboration.

PUBLIC SERVICES AND FACILITIES

Public facilities and infrastructure are being updated by many communities. Libraries in SWC are emerging as 
resilient public institutions by diversifying revenue streams and positioning themselves as resource centers for all 
members of their community. The police, fire and elderly services in communities are well-managed and provide 
efficient resources. Opportunities voiced included increased regionalization of services in order to achieve cost 
savings and more efficient management and service delivery.

QUALITY OF LIFE AND REGIONAL IMAGE

SWC possesses a wide array of outdoor amenities including parks, ski trails, hiking trails, bike trails, and hunting 
opportunities. The region’s many cultural and historical assets were also noted as a strength. Cost of living in the 
region is relatively lower and there is a strong regional school system. Low crime rates were voiced as a strength. 
The good perception of the region in surrounding communities coupled with the reputation of the historical 
and strong educational institutions produce a vibrant and positive community image. Opportunities include 
greater positioning and partnering with Providence and Hartford, as well as greater marketing of The Black-
stone Valley and The Last Green Valley National Heritage Corridors registered under the National Park Service.

WEST BROOKFIELD
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Weaknesses and Threats 

Regional Economy

Reliance on the retail industry and the service economy were voiced as weaknesses for the region. While open-
air shopping centers have been successful in growing retail and attracting visitors to the CEDS region, it is 
recognized that the shift in consumer purchasing through online vendors poses a severe threat to the longevity 
of these developments. The lack of diversification in the region’s tax base poses a serious threat to the stability 
of its communities. As companies seek to offset costs by moving production processes out of the region, the 
tax base for the region has been shrinking which has created a difficult cycle for recruiting new businesses with 
incentives. Low wage levels for young people and older residents reentering the workforce were identified as 
a weakness for the region, limiting the ability for area businesses to attract and retain a high-quality workforce. 
Anti-immigration rhetoric or possible bans on immigration, with regard to international students applying to 
regional educational insitutions, could negatively impact the region’s future workforce.

The impacts of new federal tariffs against imported goods such as steel and aluminum have been detrimental 
to the region’s manufacturers who rely on importing these goods. The tariffs have increased costs for manu-
facturers in the region, forcing manufacturers to eat costs within their profit margins or pass them onto their 
customers. The cycle of economic growth since the Great Recession has benefited manufacturers in the region 
who have been expanding operations in the region and increasing hiring. An increased purchasing price for 
raw materials threatens this growth, while offsetting these costs with personal cuts becomes difficult to do in an 
already squeezed labor market. With domestic supply of steel and aluminum unable to keep up with domestic 
demand, wait times and prices for these raw materials have increased. The increased tariffs and possible rene-
gotiation of NAFTA places the SWC region and the Commonwealth in a state of uncertainty, these measures 
have already lowered the Associated Industries of Massachusetts’ business confidence index down by more 
than five percentage points to 61.3. 

Automation in the manufacturing sector has created greater efficiencies for manufacturers and yielded ev-
er-higher productivity as companies are able to produce more goods with less workers, leading to layoffs in this 
industry. Unfortunately for employers, they are in a race with a generational shift as older workers begin to retire 
in greater numbers, overwhelming their ability to replace these aging workers with machines. In the transpor-
tation industry there has been significant research on the development of autonomous vehicles and discussion 
whether this progression in technology will disrupt employees who are drivers in the transportation industry. 

Discussions with local distribution industry professionals indicate that this innovation is many years away from 
having an impact locally – while the technology may be rapidly advancing, the prohibitive cost of buying and 
maintaining an autonomous delivery truck will prevent wide scale implementation and any noticeable decline 
in local jobs driving. More imminent, these professionals suggest, is the greater utilization of automation in the 
sorting, handling, and preparation of products as they move through the distribution network. Beyond the short 
term, it is anticipated that delivery trucks, even autonomous ones, will still need a human presence on board for 
the foreseeable future to ensure the safe handling and delivery of goods and material. Outsourcing and the use 
of third party agencies for staffing has created a lowering of business reputations in the community-labor pool, 
and a decrease in the ability to promote from within as talented entry level support staff.
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Workforce and Demographics

A weakness of the regional labor supply is a mismatch of skills development for jobs in the advanced manufac-
turing and agriculture sectors, as well as other industries in the region. Many of the older, more experienced 
workers are retiring and this is leaving gaps that are proving difficult for employers in manufacturing and trade 
industries to fill as younger workers are not choosing to enter these fields in numbers sufficient to the need. A 
corollary issue we are seeing with an aging workforce is that many older workers do not appear to be equipped 
with the appropriate skill set to work in a technology-rich workplace, such as advanced manufacturing. As a 
greater number of refugee and immigrant populations come into the region, there is potential to fill the em-
ployment gaps in these industries that are experiencing a labor supply shortage. Challenges that are present 
with these new populations are a lack of English proficiency, limited education beyond high school, and a lack 
of job-specific skills. It has been reported that the waiting list for our region for English for Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL) classes is greater than 1,000 candidates. These people’s lives are largely on hold as their 
ability to work in living-wage jobs is significantly impaired by their lack of English fluency. 

Noted in the community meetings was the need for better training and education from the vocational and 
technical schools, as well as soft-skill development. The lack of retention of local college graduates (the “brain 
drain”), cost of housing as a constraint, as well as aging populations, combined with out-migration in some 
communities were identified as concerns. Messaging regarding careers in the manufacturing industry should be 
refocused around the skill demand that is present. Other issues include lack of funding for additional staff for 
Central Massachusetts Workforce Investment Boards (CMWIB), which services 37 surrounding communities in 
Central Massachusetts.

Education

The lack of training and education for existing job opportunities in the region was identified as a weakness in 
the region. Lack of guidance for students seeking opportunities outside of higher education was a stated weak-
ness. Issues present involve schools being rewarded for providing a skilled workforce that is ready to meet labor 
market demands and the necessity for stronger linkages between businesses and schools. Funding for vocation-
al schools and public schools is inadequate. Waitlists for vocational schools are increasing, and funding in K-12 
public schools does not provide the necessary amenities for all students.

Economic Development and Business Climate

AVAILABLE SITES & BUILDINGS, PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT

There is a lack of focus in creating a regional plan to entice the commercial real estate industry to become an 
active partner in the region. The lack of supply and inability to identify pad-ready sites throughout the region 
serves as an impediment to future economic development. Given the industrial history of the region, SWC 
possesses a number of brownfield sites and a supply of older manufacturing buildings that require significant 
investments for redevelopment. The redevelopment of obsolete industrial complexes that potentially contain 
debilitating structural conditions or other environmental concerns is burdensome for private development. 
These development efforts are impeded even more when there are historic registry barriers that must be 
accounted for in the redevelopment efforts. The Commonwealth’s historic tax credit program has been a boon 
for preservationists and developers, providing money to rehabilitate properties across the state although the 
increased competitiveness of the program and lack of equitable year-to-year funding has stalled redevelopment 
projects. The rural characteristics of communities should be maintained despite changes caused by economic 
development efforts. Restructuring of zoning for the potential of the property and the prohibitive costs that 
come with redeveloping and rehabilitating properties is seen as a threat to the region. The vacant mill sites 
need infrastructure development to be repurposed. Small communities may not have the staff capacity for 
effective planning and development.
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Workforce and Demographics

A weakness of the regional labor supply is a mismatch of skills development for jobs in the advanced manufac-
turing and agriculture sectors, as well as other industries in the region. Many of the older, more experienced 
workers are retiring and this is leaving gaps that are proving difficult for employers in manufacturing and trade 
industries to fill as younger workers are not choosing to enter these fields in numbers sufficient to the need. A 
corollary issue we are seeing with an aging workforce is that many older workers do not appear to be equipped 
with the appropriate skill set to work in a technology-rich workplace, such as advanced manufacturing. As a 
greater number of refugee and immigrant populations come into the region, there is potential to fill the em-
ployment gaps in these industries that are experiencing a labor supply shortage. Challenges that are present 
with these new populations are a lack of English proficiency, limited education beyond high school, and a lack 
of job-specific skills. It has been reported that the waiting list for our region for English for Speakers of Other 
Languages (ESOL) classes is greater than 1,000 candidates. These people’s lives are largely on hold as their 
ability to work in living-wage jobs is significantly impaired by their lack of English fluency. 

Noted in the community meetings was the need for better training and education from the vocational and 
technical schools, as well as soft-skill development. The lack of retention of local college graduates (the “brain 
drain”), cost of housing as a constraint, as well as aging populations, combined with out-migration in some 
communities were identified as concerns. Messaging regarding careers in the manufacturing industry should be 
refocused around the skill demand that is present. Other issues include lack of funding for additional staff for 
Central Massachusetts Workforce Investment Boards (CMWIB), which services 37 surrounding communities in 
Central Massachusetts.

Education

The lack of training and education for existing job opportunities in the region was identified as a weakness in 
the region. Lack of guidance for students seeking opportunities outside of higher education was a stated weak-
ness. Issues present involve schools being rewarded for providing a skilled workforce that is ready to meet labor 
market demands and the necessity for stronger linkages between businesses and schools. Funding for vocation-
al schools and public schools is inadequate. Waitlists for vocational schools are increasing, and funding in K-12 
public schools does not provide the necessary amenities for all students.

Economic Development and Business Climate

AVAILABLE SITES & BUILDINGS, PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT

There is a lack of focus in creating a regional plan to entice the commercial real estate industry to become an 
active partner in the region. The lack of supply and inability to identify pad-ready sites throughout the region 
serves as an impediment to future economic development. Given the industrial history of the region, SWC 
possesses a number of brownfield sites and a supply of older manufacturing buildings that require significant 
investments for redevelopment. The redevelopment of obsolete industrial complexes that potentially contain 
debilitating structural conditions or other environmental concerns is burdensome for private development. 
These development efforts are impeded even more when there are historic registry barriers that must be 
accounted for in the redevelopment efforts. The Commonwealth’s historic tax credit program has been a boon 
for preservationists and developers, providing money to rehabilitate properties across the state although the 
increased competitiveness of the program and lack of equitable year-to-year funding has stalled redevelopment 
projects. The rural characteristics of communities should be maintained despite changes caused by economic 
development efforts. Restructuring of zoning for the potential of the property and the prohibitive costs that 
come with redeveloping and rehabilitating properties is seen as a threat to the region. The vacant mill sites 
need infrastructure development to be repurposed. Small communities may not have the staff capacity for 
effective planning and development.

BUSINESS CLIMATE, FINANCING INCENTIVES & TAXES

A structural weakness to the economic development of the region includes the zoning process and lack of rezon-
ing for the purpose of future development. There is difficulty in the zoning process for communities in rezoning 
parcels for future use meeting current and projected market needs, which impedes development or redevelop-
ment of these sites. Communities must better assist businesses in understanding and complying with the state and 
local regulations. Other weaknesses of the region include difficulty in utilizing Economic Development Incentives 
Programs (EDIP) from the Massachusetts Office of Business Development (MOBD) in small towns and communities. 
The process for receiving state financing for job creation has grown increasingly competitive and there is a lack 
of incentives for job creation. Developers share negative experiences in working with parts of the region which 
creates a cycle of avoidance by developers. Volunteer boards must recognize they are also a part of the economic 
development ecosystem.

Issues highlighted for business support services were the lack of information sharing about business prospects be-
tween towns if a town does not meet the criteria for a developer, and the need to redevelop real estate availability 
databases. There is a lack of updated real estate site listings for many communities.

Communities using a dual rate tax system often have a challenging time attracting businesses to locate into their 
communities. The presence of a dual rate tax system disproportionately taxes businesses at a higher level than resi-
dences in the community, deterring business activity in the community, and therefore the region. Within the region 
there are currently 3 communities that have a split tax rate. Another issue noted was the conflict of greater services 
and lesser taxation in communities. For a complete list of municipalities in the region, with corresponding property 
tax rate systems, see Table T in Appendix V. (pg. 157 of Appendix)

ENTREPRENEURSHIP SUPPORT

Given the central location of the region, as well as the wealth of intellectual capital within the area, SWC is posi-
tioned to leverage its location, entrepreneurial and industrial legacy; however, there are a number of gaps through-
out the region that have impeded the development of a support system for these entrepreneurial endeavors. Many 
of the talented students graduating from the universities and colleges often do not stay in the region due to the 
lack of employment opportunities and the type of lifestyle offered within the region (versus the more metropolitan 
areas of Boston or Cambridge). Another consideration to enhance the entrepreneurial support system in the region 
is the need to develop a greater talent connection between students and the various business clusters within the 
region. 
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Infrastructure

LOCATION AND TRANSPORTATION INFRASTRUCTURE

The SWC is at the center of New England’s 
transportation network, with easy access to vir-
tually any part of the region. Whether by road, 
rail, and air, the SWC region has great connec-
tions beyond its borders for both people and 
goods; however, these systems have seen an 
increase in usage and require significant up-
grades to address the increased capacity. 

As populations within the region continue to 
grow, connectivity amongst these populations 
is critical. The region suffers from an obsolete 
public transportation system that does not ad-
equately service its populations, particularly in 
the first and last mile connections of workers to 
employment opportunities between the smaller 
communities and larger employers. Some of this lack of service is a direct result of the underfunding of the 
regional transit authority. There is also a distressed, overburdened roadway network that serves as a barrier to 
attracting business and residents. Further, the current ownership configuration of the existing rail system creates 
an access issue, in addition to the age of the system, requiring upgrades to serve the increased needs of these 
growing communities. 

UTILITY & TELECOMMUNICATIONS INFRASTRUCTURE: Water, Sewer, Electrics, Gas, Telecommunications

In order to fully effectuate development throughout 
the SWC, communities must be served by adequate 
water, sewer, natural gas, electrical, and communica-
tion infrastructure. In some of the more rural communi-
ties within SWC, the lack of water and sewer infrastruc-
ture is a critical impediment to economic development 
and quality of life. Communities without adequate 
water systems are required to negotiate with neigh-
boring communities to obtain water at higher price 
points. In addition to the lack of water capacity, many 
SWC communities have aging public sewer systems 

SUTTON
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that require significant upgrades due to their condition and increased usage. The levels of mandates required by 
the EPA at the Federal and State level do not match the levels of funding being allocated. Due to the high costs of 
these significant upgrades, SWC communities are forced to be reactive to its infrastructure needs and have limited 
ability, both structurally and financially, to be proactive in its utility needs. 

In addition to water and sewer capacity, many SWC communities have inadequate access to good, high-speed 
telecommunications infrastructure, including lack of cellular coverage in some areas. As we continue to see a heavy 
reliance on digital access for businesses and residents alike, access to good, high-speed internet service is critical 
in supporting businesses and helping residents maintain a quality standard of life. 

Though not unique to SWC, new developments within our communities are often faced with the questions and 
concerns of rising energy costs and how it impacts the decision to move forward with these investments. The cost 
of electricity for residents and businesses alike has continued to be a glaring issue from both quality of life and 
economic development perspectives. In some communities a lack of heavy or three-phase power limits the poten-
tial of development sites. Further, the availability of natural gas service within some parts of the region is limited 
or non-existent. Given the environmental and financial considerations of expanding these types of services, it has 
become increasing important to review options for implementing renewable energy, reducing carbon emissions 
and providing businesses and residents with an efficient, and cost-effective energy source.

Leadership and Politics

Participation on boards and commissions is losing popularity among all ages while there is also high turnover for 
town managers or administrators. Sense of community has been shrinking in some areas in the region. There is a 
lack of voluntarism and engagement in community issues. Civic participation in public office and election turnout 
was voiced as an issue for the region. 

Public Services & Facilities

Services vary in quality depending on the community. Funding is not keeping up with deteriorating facilities and 
the need for updates. Some communities do not allocate additional revenue beyond state funding for public facili-
ty improvements. Public services and facilities contribute to quality of life standards, as these standards deteriorate 
it impacts the ability to recruit a skilled workforce.

Quality of Life and Regional Image

Housing, as it relates to recruitment of a talented workforce, along with the overall high cost of housing were listed 
as weaknesses for the region. Additionally, it was noted that several areas within the region lack restaurant or din-
ing options which was noted to inhibit quality of life. Regionally, it was discussed that the image of the region from 
those outside the region is poor. While this may not be a reality to those living in the region it is a stigma associat-
ed with the region and would need to be addressed in order to enhance the regional image.
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Regional Vision Statement
By the year 2038, businesses in Southern Worcester County and visitors coming to the region for business pur-
poses will recognize it as an exemplary location for investment and development. The region’s communities will 
be talked about as collaborative, flexible, adaptive, innovative, and connected by several transportation modes 
and state-of-the art telecommunications to other regions and economic hubs.

Visitors coming to the region for non-business purposes will describe the area as vibrant and cultural. The re-
gion will capitalize on and highlight the historic, cultural, and tourist resources available to attract those visitors. 
Those looking to relocate their family will find value in the regional housing stock, affordability of living, and 
school systems that cater to all students and provide all with a career pathway that meets their needs.

Regional Goals and Objectives
Despite its diversity, the region collectively recognizes the purpose of the economic development is to at-
tract, retain, expand and create businesses that complement and are supported by the assets of the region. 
The businesses within our target industry clusters should be given the resources and support required to 
strengthen, grow, remain and succeed in the region. This CEDS identifies the following Goals and Objectives 
for the region that will bolster efforts in the recruitment, creation, retention, expansion and transition of busi-
nesses for the region.

GOAL 1: CREATE AND OPERATE A ROBUST REGIONAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM. 

Establish an Economic Development Organization (EDO) for the region, capitalizing on the ongoing collabora-
tion between stakeholders, and assure that it has adequate staff, funding and other necessary resources to fulfill 
its mission of providing the region with state-of-the-art economic development services.

OBJECTIVE A: Establish a more formal Regional Economic Development Organization

OBJECTIVE B: Obtain recognition by the U.S. Economic Development Administration as an Economic 
Development District

GOAL 2: SITE AVAILABILITY, DEVELOPMENT AND SUPPORT INFRASTRUCTURE. 

Regularly identify all available and/or underutilized sites and/or buildings within the region. This inventory will 
provide information including, but not limited to: access to transportation, utility and telecommunications infra-
structure capacities, and potential incentives.

OBJECTIVE A: Provide better coordination of available site information for the region and among communities

OBJECTIVE B: Create a regional clearinghouse of available commercial property to foster more collab-
oration among the municipalities of the region and their economic development efforts to assure that 
business within our target industry clusters and supplementary business prospects are provided with maxi-
mum information on suitable sites.

OBJECTIVE C: Using established lists, as well as further input from regional communities, begin the pro-
cess of prioritizing existing brownfield sites for remediation. 

GOAL 3: CREATION OF A STEADY AND ROBUST TALENT TURNPIKE. 

Using the Central MA Regional Workforce Blueprint as a guide, ensure there is collaboration and coordination 
among all educational and training organizations and private industry to identify and align workforce training 
and skills development to address the current and future needs of the target clusters and other industry sectors 
within the region.

OBJECTIVE A: Identify skills gaps and provide an array of workforce development initiatives (employ-
ment, education, and training) for both residents and businesses throughout the region.
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OBJECTIVE B: Using partner organizations such as the Workforce Investment Board and the Career Cen-
ter identify and recruit individuals who are seeking employment and connect them with pertinent oppor-
tunities within the regional clusters.

OBJECTIVE C: Collaborate with school systems and other training partners in the region to market and 
provide job-related training to students who are not currently contemplating postsecondary education as 
a career path.

GOAL 4: REGULATORY FLEXIBILITY AND DEVELOPMENT TOOLS. 

Support the region’s business development efforts by creating a “business friendly” environment focusing ef-
forts on business attraction and retention.

OBJECTIVE A: Work with local municipalities and the business community to ensure ordinances and zon-
ing within their communities fosters the type and level of development which will attract businesses in our 
target industry clusters. 

OBJECTIVE B: Establish a comprehensive list of state and municipal programs that if adopted would 
attract development and investment in the community.

OBJECTIVE C: Work with municipal leaders and stakeholders to identify state and municipal programs 
that communities would want to adopt.

GOAL 5: ENHANCING THE ENTREPRENEURIAL SPIRIT. 

Foster a robust environment that promotes an entrepreneurial spirit and supports business start-ups throughout 
the region.

OBJECTIVE A: Work with regional stakeholders to identify what is existing and where the development 
gaps are in terms of maker-space, incubators, accelerators, co-working space, or other start-up facilities 
and then work collaboratively to develop them strategically throughout the region.

OBJECTIVE B: Establish a one-stop clearinghouse of information on programs and resources available 
locally that are targeted to assist start-up businesses and budding entrepreneurs. Working and collab-
orating with local and state partners, identify the programs currently existing that best assist start-up 
companies and work to fill need gaps with new programming. Strategize on creation of incentives to keep 
entrepreneurs within the area. Identify access to capital – venture capital programs. Mobilize the business 
community to support utilizing the small start-ups
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Regional Action Plan
The set of Objective Statements and details that follow provide the required details for the activities on which 
the SWC’s economic development efforts will be focused over the next five years.

SWC	Regional	CEDS	

Objective	#1A:	Establish	an	Economic	Development	Organization	for	the	region	
Objective	Elements	

This	Objective	is	comprised	of	the	following	elements:	

• Identification	of	stakeholders	to	take	part	in	the	establishment	of	an	Economic	Development	
Organization	(EDO).	

• Determination	of	where	the	EDO	will	be	housed	–	a	division	within	a	regional	stakeholder	
organization	or	a	stand-alone	entity.	

• Staffing	and	funding	levels	for	the	REDO.	

Supports	Goals:	
Goal	1:	Create	and	operate	a	robust	regional	economic	development	program.	

Rationale	for	Objective	and	Background	Information	
There	is	no	federally	recognized	regional	Economic	Development	Organization	(EDO)	or	Economic	
Development	District	(EDD)	for	the	region	and	the	establishment	of	an	EDO	is	the	initial	step	to	
establishing	an	EDD.	Whether	or	not	the	region	is	recognized	as	an	EDD,	having	a	functioning	regional	
EDO	will	be	important	to	the	region’s	future	economic	development	activities.	

Objective	#1A	Major	Action	Steps	and	Schedule	
Action	Steps	 Schedule	

1. Identification	of	key	stakeholders	across	the	region.	 February	2019	to	
May	2019	

2. Convene	meetings	of	stakeholders	to	determine	the	scope	and	structure	of	
the	EDO.	In	particular,	establish	a	funding	strategy	for	the	EDO.	

June	2019	–	July	
2019	

3. Establish	the	EDO	and	determine	the	appropriate	staffing	needs,	location	and	
obtain	initial	funding.	

July	2019	to	
October	2019	

Responsibility	
Primary:	

• The	Worcester	Regional	Chamber	of	Commerce	

Support:	

• The	Office	of	Congressman	McGovern	
• The	Worcester	Business	Development	

Corporation	
• Central	Massachusetts	Regional	Planning	

Commission	
• City	of	Worcester	and	Municipalities	in	the	

region	
• Other	key	regional	stakeholders,	such	as	

MassDiGI,	the	five	Chambers	of	Commerce	
affiliated	with	the	Worcester	Regional	Chamber	
of	Commerce,	the	Corridor	Nine	Chamber	of	
Commerce,	and	the	495/MetroWest	Partnership	

•   Central Massachusetts Regional Planning 
Commission
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Each municipality receives inquiries from site selectors, developers, or investors interested in relocating 
or building a business in the community or redeveloping a parcel. However, there is no regional coordi-
nation of the requests that cannot be fulfilled, and a potential economic develoment opportunity is lost. 
Better coordination of these unfulfilled requests and a centralized sharing of available sites could allow 
for the ease in attracting business within our target industries and referral of the interested party to a 
neighboring community, keeping the development regionally, instead of losing it altogether.
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Developers and investors often come across local laws that can burden their efforts to develop or reac-
tivate a property or establish or grow an existing business venture. By working with municipal officials, 
trade groups within our target industry clusters, and the business community to identify these obstacles, 
the possibility of removing, replacing or amending them can be considered. Conversely, there are also 
local laws that promote and enhance efforts for development and the identification of these programs as 
best practices can then be brought to other communities for adoption as policy.
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Performance Measures and Evaluation
The following criteria will be used to measure the performance of the Southern Worcester County Regional CEDS:

•  The establishment of an Economic Development Organization for the region recognized by the U.S. 
Economic Development Administration as an Economic Development District (EDD).

•  The number of businesses recruited and amount of private investment realized by the region.

•  The number of businesses within our target industry clusters that are recruited, expand, or incubate 
within the SWC region.

•  The level of cross-municipal collaboration, particularly with regard to sharing development site informa-
tion and inquiries.

•  The level of participation by the business community in training programs and the number of trainees 
hired into full-time jobs.

•  Development of a regional Infrastructure Master Plan and Capital Improvement Program.

•  Development of a strategy to reduce the region’s inventory of brownfields.

•  Improvements in the region’s perceived development regulatory climate.

We will continue to modify the evaluation metrics with each annual CEDS update to ensure they are appropriate 
and guiding the implementation process.

Regional Resilience
A region’s economic success is synonymous with its ability to prevent, withstand and/or recover from major dis-
ruptions, both natural and “manufactured.” As stated in EDA’s CEDS Content Guidelines, establishing this type 
of resiliency at a local or regional level requires “the ability to anticipate risk, evaluate how that risk can impact 
key economic assets, and build a responsive capacity.”  Southern Worcester County has experienced a number 
of “events” that have tested the region’s resiliency. From tornados, ice storms, power outages and droughts to 
the loss of businesses and the changing of industry-clusters, the region has proven its ability to withstand an 
economic hardship or “disaster” without deleterious effects on the overall economy. 

This resilience is due, in part, to the region’s ability to identify new opportunities for collaboration and build 
upon existing partnerships; the diversity in its industry-clusters that are spread throughout the region; and its 
ability to adapt and respond to problems, both market-related or naturally-occurring.  The Economic Diversity 
in Appalachia tool is a tool for measuring diversity which includes data, indicators, and visuals for understanding 
economic diversity. The Economic Diversity in Appalachia tool measures diversity through industry, function, 
and occupation.  Worcester County measures “High Diversity” for Industry Diversity, Function Diversity, and 
Occupation Diversity, implying employment is distributed relatively evenly across many industries, functions and 
occupations.   The strengths of the region’s resiliency can be categorized by the following:

DIVERSITY. From high-tech, bio-tech and manu-
facturing to agriculture, the Southern Worcester 
County region has a diverse mix of industries and 
businesses. This type of diversity allows for the 
region to not be dependent on the successes of 
a specific company or industry. Through focusing 
on recruiting from identified target clusters while 
simultaneously fostering a supportive business 
environment conducive to many industry sectors, 
the region will be able to continue its economic 
diversification.
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PARTNERSHIPS & COLLABORATION. The success of a region does not lie within one community; it 
must be a collaborative effort. As the heart of the region, the City of Worcester has established an orga-
nization known as the Economic Development Coordinating Council (EDCC) that is comprised of various 
actors from the community that unite under one vision for the future development of the City of Worces-
ter. Southern Worcester County is a large region that has benefited greatly from a number of collabora-
tions and partnerships that have been established throughout the region. Regional organizations such 
as the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC) have long served as a conduit for 
these collaborative opportunities. As an example, CMRPC provides assistance to municipalities in devel-
oping local hazard mitigation and/or resiliency plans. As part of this assistance, CMRPC is able to relay the 
information gathered from these local plans to be incorporated into the overall state-level “resiliency” plan. 

ADAPTABILITY. Southern Worcester County is fortunate to have a significant number of institutions of 
higher education, ranging from community colleges to graduate level research universities. These insti-
tutions have become a consummate partner for our communities, willing to create new partnerships to 
pursue workforce training funds and address the regional skills needs through various programs. As new 
industry sectors emerge and business needs grow and change, these local partners have expressed a will-
ingness to respond by evaluating their own curricula and course training to ensure the curriculum contin-
ues to meet the growing demands of these various sectors.

Despite the great strides that Worcester County has made in positioning itself to be resilient to market changes 
and/or natural disasters, the region must continue to be vigilant, proactively updating emergency prepared-
ness plans, diversifying its industry clusters, improving and adequately maintaining its infrastructure – including 
information technology infrastructure to maintain adequate cybersecurity - and ensuring that all plans are being 
reviewed and implemented at a regional level. 

CMRPC is an integral partner in the region in assisting municipalities on building environmental resiliency. 
CMRPC has assisted all 40 of the region’s communities in preparing a FEMA approved Hazard Mitigation Plan 
(HMP). A HMP is required for towns to apply for grants that become available to assist communities in recovery 
efforts following declarations of natural disasters such as flooding, snow storms, ice storms, and tornadoes.

CMRPC is also currently in the process of assisting 15 communities in the creation and adoption of Municipal 
Vulnerability Preparedness Plans. These plans provide support for cities and towns in Massachusetts to begin 
planning for climate change resiliency and implementing priority projects. The state awards communities with 
funding allowing them to complete vulnerability assessments and develop action-oriented resiliency plans. The 
Massachusetts Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness (MVP) Program aims to assist communities in their efforts to 
plan for resiliency and to implement key climate change adaptation actions. Nine (9) of the regions 40 commu-
nities are well on their way to completing the Municipal Vulnerability Preparedness (MVP) Program. The MVP 
Program supports municipalities as they tackle the following tasks:

• Define extreme weather and natural and climate related hazards

• Understand how their community may be impacted by climate change with a Massachusetts specific climate 
change clearinghouse with the latest science and data

• Identify existing and future vulnerabilities and strengths

• Develop and prioritize actions for the community

• Identify opportunities to take action to reduce risk and build resilience

• Implement key actions identified through the planning process
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These communities and others that will complete the program in future rounds, make our region strong and 
resilient, attributes that are very attractive for business development. Regional collaboration is increasing in the 
region. Whether it is two towns sharing an animal control officer or a larger effort to share regional dispatch and 
public safety services, municipal governments of all sizes and complexities are exploring opportunities to be 
more efficient in the procurement of goods and delivery of services.

Critical to SWC’s ability to plan for and rebound from natural disasters and economic downturns is a contin-
ued and improved process of communications and collaboration. In times of crisis, communication is critical to 
connecting resources with needs and finding solutions to ongoing problems. Having a foundation of commu-
nication and collaboration in place prior to the occurrence of a disaster saves time, effort, and resources in the 
aftermath instead of trying to establish lines of communication after the fact. As an example, the City of Worces-
ter establishes a command center in advance of large snowstorms and other weather occurrences when they 
are predicted. Establishing a centralized point of communication, along with pre-established procedures and 
response protocols, puts the City at an advantage when dealing with the multitude of inquiries and requests for 
assistance that follow an event such as a Nor’easter snowstorm. This type of well thought-out communications 
and collaboration network on a regional basis is a necessary component in SWC’s resiliency efforts.

The EDA defines building economic resilience through a two-prong approach pre- and post-economic shock 
as steady-state and responsive initiatives. SWC participates diligently in the steady-state initiatives that require 
planning for long-term economic durability. Actors of steady-state initiatives range from the local, state, and 
federal level.  The localized collaboration among the Central Massachusetts Workforce Investment Board, 
Worcester Regional Chamber of Commerce, Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission, and 495 
Metrowest Partnership is critical for mitigating the effects on an economic downturn. Municipalities in the re-
gion have also shifted focus on economic development by either hiring professional staff or creating economic 
development committees or corporations. In the case of a major employer relocating or closing their plant, the 
Department of Career Services, a division of the Massachusetts Department of Workforce Development, pro-
vides Rapid Response services for the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. These services include assistance with 
unemployment benefits, career counseling, job assistance, and skill training.

Central Mass municipalities are responsible in large part for maintain the infrastructure that much of our eco-
nomic development strategies rely upon.  Each town’s or city’s ability to maintain records, election processes, 
maintain roads, host regular town meetings and civic events is important to our region’s resiliency.  To that end, 
state and regional agencies including CMRPC assist in supporting collaborations, regional shared services, 
joint procurements that make our municipalities more sustainable and viable.  In some instances, towns be-
come more effective and have better services for residents and business by shared town administration, sharing 
animal control, shared economic development coordinator, shared veteran’s services, and collaborative public 
health, among others.  

At the state level, Massworks grants provides a one-stop shop for municipalities and other eligible entities seek-
ing public infrastructure funding to support economic development and job creation.  They are routinely sought 
and awarded to Central Mass Communities for infrastructure planning and improvements that support Cen-
tral Mass Economic Development both municipally and regionally.  Examples include planning of intersection 
designs that support increased traffic resulting from new housing and economic development along route 140 
in the town of Boylston. Governor Baker has also created Commonwealth Compact Commitments committing 
resources for municipalities to develop best practices, improve efficiency and regionalization opportunities, and 
enhance a town’s Information Technology capacity.  All 40 Central Mass Communities have taken advantage of 
this program toward between one and three “Best Practices”. Commonwealth Compact communities may re-
ceive a wide array of assistance ranging infrastructure development to prepare site readiness and marketability, 
workforce development plans to securely backing town informational systems. 

The Dukakis Institute at Northeastern University offers communities the opportunity to do an Economic Devel-
opment Self-Assessment Tool (EDSAT).  The EDSAT is a secure and confidential on-line assessment tool to help 
communities analyze their capacity for economic development.  With over 250 questions, this rigorous examina-
tion helps public officials explore their community’s’ strengths, weaknesses and opportunities across 10 assess-
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ment categories. Local officials receive specific feedback on each assessment category, which they can then 
include in their community’s economic development strategy.  To date five southern Worcester county towns 
have completed the EDSAT program, Grafton, Leicester, Westborough Worcester, and Shrewsbury.

 One of the most prevalent resiliency issues facing the region is the competition to attract and retain commer-
cial and retail uses within the individual communities. Many communities throughout the region have placed 
significant focus on their own commercial and retail development, including the development of larger commer-
cial retail facilities. With the development of these new retail facilities, whether they are smaller “common-like” 
shopping centers or a larger shopping mall complex, the ability to attract and retain new retailers becomes 
cannibalized, harming each of the communities. The same issue has been seen in the individual community 
campaigns to attract various companies and industries. Collaborative efforts to develop more broadly shared 
successes are necessary.

Building upon the existing partnerships that have been forged, both public and private, the region should 
seek to establish a regional Economic Development Organization that would assist the various communities in 
identifying the priorities for the region and how each individual community can contribute to achieving these 
priorities. The Southern Worcester County region does not currently have an Economic Development District 
(EDD) designation from the U.S. Department of Commerce, Economic Development Administration (EDA). As 
the region pursues the adoption and implementation of an EDD, it is anticipated that some of the issues such as 
community-to-community competition of attracting and retaining businesses can be addressed.

Another advantage of having an EDD in place would be to continue the move towards regionalization of various 
municipal resources. Through these types of plans, regional communication channels can be established and 
opportunities for greater collaboration can be realized. Some communities within the region have recently 
begun to explore and implement regional dispatch services to coordinate first responders. This type of coordi-
nation can save time and financial resources for the communities while also ensuring a quality level of service.


