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Executive Summary

Executive Summary
Assets, Challenges, and Opportunities
The Town of Southbridge is unique in that it is a smaller town of almost 17,000 residents, yet
provides amenities and public services that are more akin to a city. The Town’s history as a
manufacturing hub helped shape the
development pattern, building stock,
employment base, and public services, but
its decline has resulted in population and
employment loss, declining household
income, distressed properties, and
vacancies. The goal of this Economic
Development Plan is to identify and
capitalize on the strengths Southbridge
offers, and improve upon its current
weaknesses when it comes to supporting
and attracting businesses and employment
opportunities for residents.
The closing of American Optical (A/O) created a hole in Southbridge’s economy that has been slow to
recover. Many of jobs in Southbridge have shifted from manufacturing to the
education/healthcare/social assistance industry sectors, although manufacturing jobs still comprise
about 18 percent of the employment base in Southbridge. Unemployment continues to lag behind
that of the region and the state as workers in Southbridge may not have the training, education, and
skill sets to fill jobs in newer industry
sectors. Of the nearly 5,700 jobs in
Southbridge, only about 32 percent are
held by Southbridge residents. The
remainder of Southbridge residents who
are currently employed are traveling
outside the community for work.
While Southbridge has its share of
challenges, there are many opportunities
for improving the current business climate
to bolster the commercial tax base,
decrease unemployment, fill vacancies in
existing buildings to slow the pace of
disinvestment. The former A/O campus offers several buildings with vacancies that could be filled by
manufacturing/industrial users, office users, or a mix of uses that could include housing. The campus
is located close to Downtown Southbridge and the Southbridge Hotel and Conference Center, which
provides nearby amenities for a host of different user groups. In addition to A/O, there are several
other older industrial mill buildings in town that could be repositioned for a multitude of uses. One
prime example is the mill complex located off Mill Street and Main Street west of Downtown. This
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space is located along the Quinebaug River and within walking distance to restaurants and a grocery
store.
Smaller spaces for light manufacturing, office, retail, or restaurants can be found across Southbridge,
with prime opportunities for storefront space in Downtown. A walkable downtown with an
attractive, multi-story, brick building stock, Downtown Southbridge offers several opportunities for
retail and restaurant space. In addition to first
floor opportunities, there are also upper-story
spaces for office or residential. Downtown is
located in the center of Southbridge, and as such
is within close distance to job opportunities, retail
and restaurants, grocery stores, and recreation
amenities. Just outside of Downtown, in the East
and West Gateways along Main Street, are
additional opportunities for retail and office
space in areas that serve as entry points into the
community.
Finally, Southbridge also has locations for new development where businesses could construct a new
build-to-suit space specific to their needs. Opportunities exist on the north side of town at the
Industrial Park with close proximity to the Southbridge Airport and a short distance from regional
roadway access points. There is also close to 100 acres of industrially-zoned land off Dresser Hill
Road and Dudley River Road that has the potential to become another industrial/manufacturing hub
in Southbridge.

Community Branding, Wayfinding & Signage, Street Furniture and
Social Media
A major feature of the Economic Development Plan was to develop a community brand for
Southbridge. The process was to identify and reinforce the unique character of the community. The
process included a positive methodology to elicit the essence of this particular place. The purpose of
community branding is (1) to reinforce identity, (2) to visually define character, (3) to underscore
uniqueness, (4) to link collective memory, and (5) to connect communal familiarity. This leads to the
creation of a sense of arrival, a sense of place, a sense of shared visual memory and community ethos. The
process underscores the notion of community participation that leads to community ownership.
In order to create and develop an appropriate community brand for Southbridge, the Community
Advisory Committee created by the Community Development Department and the Town Manager.
Individuals represented various elements of the community’s residents and business community.
Several meetings were held with the committee as well as two public meetings. This interactive
process allowed the committee participants and staff members to articulate descriptive terms and
narratives about Southbridge. Descriptive phrases were added as well as lists of symbols and
appropriate colors. Additionally, questions about Southbridge’s future were addressed by the
participants as well.
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The information produced was visually interpreted into a form for review. The elements submitted
included not only branded applications that could be applied to signage and wayfinding elements,
but also symbolic decorative metal elements that can be applied to street furniture and hardware. In
addition, brand applications to social media were looked at as well. This social media includes The
Town of Southbridge website, potential Facebook pages, email posters and other social media outlets.
The brand design selected is an impressionistic view of
Downtown Southbridge buildings in blue and ochre
with grey tones. This effervescent color combination
reflects the large Latino population’s cultural energy as
well. The buildings reflect the history and the
commercial base of the community. White letters
contrast with the blue for strong directional and
locational information. The design’s vibrancy speaks to
the opportunities and potential of Southbridge.
Utilizing the “brand “developed during the ideation
process, a “family of sign elements” was created that can
be utilized throughout Southbridge. The signage
elements can be phased in according to funding
availability. In order to guarantee the best initial program impact, it is highly recommended that
funding be provided in a public-private partnership arrangement. Redundant signage and sign
elements in disrepair will be taken down when the new sign elements are installed. The Rule: Less is
More works here.
Street Furniture and street hardware are all of the elements that if done correctly enhance a
community’s sidewalks and parks. A symbolic metalwork optical or glasses symbols was chosen to
enhance signage and street furniture. This metalwork will be attached to larger sign elements as well
as decorative aspects of street furniture including benches, tree guards, bike racks, etc.
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Recommendations for Strengthening Economic Development
Efforts
The successful implementation of an economic development plan is complex and requires
coordination and cooperation from a number of different stakeholders. It also requires a holistic
approach to addressing a number of different issues in town that may be creating hesitancy in the
marketplace. The following implementation strategies and recommendations provide an outline for
ways the Town may address current issues and begin to enact a coordinated strategy to help bring in
new jobs, foster expansion among existing businesses, and strengthen the commercial tax base.

Key Strategies
•

Market and Promote Southbridge and Economic Development Opportunities – market the
wealth of positive attributes and opportunities Southbridge has to offer, as well as available
public and private options for space in town.

•

Implement a Brand for Southbridge – develop a placement plan for branding elements across
town and look for opportunities to partner with entities in town to implement the branding
scheme.

•

Job Retention, Creation, and Training – look for ways to engage local high school and college
students in the local economy through internships and job/skill training opportunities.
Aggressively market existing partnerships like Krosslink and SCORE to entrepreneurs, and
find ways to reach out to the Latino community to get new and existing business owners
engaged in training and assistance programs.

•

Zoning and Permitting – ensure the current Zoning Bylaw is clear, consistent, wellorganized, and promotes the type of development that is desired in different locations across
town.

•

Utilize Incentives to Draw In and Strengthen Development – look for selective opportunities
to utilize creative financing or incentive packages to draw new businesses and/or
development to Southbridge. This could take the form of tax incentives, infrastructure
assistance, or zoning relief.

•

Build Capacity to Implement this Plan – develop a strong network of town staff, boards,
committees, and local organizations to expand the Town’s capacity to implement the
recommendations in this plan. The Town may also wish to consider recruiting an existing
Community Development Corporation (CDC) or supporting the creation of one specific to
Southbridge to help with business training, development, and housing issues.

•

Opportunity Areas – determine how each of the four opportunity areas should function and
how they should look and feel. Actively market lease, sale, and development opportunities in
these areas consistent with the vision and pursue regulatory changes to remove barriers to
entry.

7
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Introduction

In 2013, the Town of Southbridge completed a Master Plan that recommends a number of high-level
strategies for addressing economic development issues and opportunities. These include retaining
existing businesses, recruiting new businesses, improving job training, optimizing use of the airport,
implementing the Downtown Plan, and many more. Since the adoption of the Master Plan in 2013,
the Town has seen some economic success but has also continued to see some decline.
In 2016, the Town hired a team of consultants led by RKG Associates, Inc., to prepare a more detailed
plan focused specifically on ways to strengthen economic development efforts and returns in
Southbridge. The work program included a baseline analysis of demographic and economic
conditions in the town, considering past and current trends related to the town’s population, work
force, employment base, and wages, and what competitive edge Southbridge may have over other
nearby towns. The RKG Team also prepared a market assessment for retail, office, industrial, and
residential development to determine what business types and market sectors the Town, developers,
or property owners may want to pursue. The baseline market assessment also helps the Town with
its own internal marketing plan for generating additional commercial tax revenue from new growth
or the expansion of existing businesses.
Unique to this project, the Town also included a branding component to develop a graphical
representation of Southbridge that could be used to create a cohesive visual theme throughout the
community. Branding elements can be tied to gateway features, directional signage, information
kiosks, parking facilities, and incorporated into the Town’s website, social media platforms, and
printed marketing material.
This report identifies potential strategies and recommendations for four economic development
opportunity areas and for the town as a whole. The strategies address marketing, zoning, permitting,
branding, infrastructure, job retention/creation/training, and capacity to enact change. A general
timeframe for implementation accompanies each of the recommendations to provide insight on
setting priorities.
This plan was guided by an Economic Development Committee that provided on-the-ground
information and helped steer the project over the course of the eight-month planning process. There
were also two public engagement sessions held at the beginning and end of the process to solicit
input and feedback on what is important to Southbridge residents and business owners, and what
strategies do they think would be most impactful to strengthening the Town’s economy.

Demographic and Economic Analysis
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2.1

Demographic and Economic
Analysis
Purpose of the Analysis

The following sections provide an analysis of demographic and economic trends and projections for
the Town of Southbridge to set a baseline for understanding current conditions and the market. RKG
compiled and analyzed data around population, households, education, income, employment, and
housing to create a snapshot of Southbridge. The data presented also provides a comparison of
Southbridge to the larger Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC) region
and the State where appropriate. This analysis provides a framework for understanding the resident
workforce, employment base, and overall economic and demographic profile of the Town in order to
assess characteristics which may or may not be attractive to current and future employers.
RKG utilized several public and private data sources to develop this analysis of demographic and
economic trends. This included the latest data provided by ESRI (Site to Do Business) 1, the U.S.
Census Bureau, the U.S. Department of Labor Statistics, Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and
Workforce Development (EOLWD), Massachusetts Department of Revenue (DOR), and the Town of
Southbridge. Population, household, and income trend data is provided by ESRI and utilizes data
from the U.S. Census Bureau. ESRI projections are developed using their own proprietary approach.

2.2

Comparison Geographies

To understand the changes occurring in Southbridge, context is important as a way to gauge the
performance of the Town. As such, various comparison geographies were used as part of the
demographic, employment, and housing analysis to understand and interpret Southbridge’s current
and future trajectory. Regional- and state-level data were used as comparisons as part of the overall
analysis.
The Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC) region is a geographic area
comprised of the City of Worcester and thirty-nine surrounding communities. Southbridge is part of
the CMPRC region, which has a number of small towns with similar demographics and economic
issues. For the analysis, the CMPRC region was used in the demographic, economic, and housing
analysis.
The Worcester New England City and Town Area (Worcester NECTA) is a geographic area that is
comprised of 41 towns. The Worcester NECTA area was used as a comparison region for the

1

ESRI is an internationally renowned data vendor of socioeconomic and market data.
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employment base analysis. This region was used in place of CMRPC because the data was more
readily available when comparing the employment base of the town and region.
The State of Massachusetts is used as an overall comparator geography to benchmark Southbridge
against. Figure 2.1 shows Southbridge and the surrounding CMRPC region.

Figure 2.1: Southbridge and the CMRPC region boundaries.
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2.3

Demographics

A critical aspect in creating any economic development strategy is to first understand the basic
metrics of the community. RKG utilized data from ESRI Business Analyst and the U.S. Census Bureau
to understand Southbridge and the comparison geographies. 2 The baseline demographic data
allowed RKG to better understand the Town and highlight areas where Southbridge is either
exceeding or falling behind the comparison geographies. Additionally, the data presents how the
community has, and is, changing over time, equipping policymakers with the appropriate
information to address important questions and concerns within the community.

2.3.1 Population Trends and Projections
Like many post-industrial towns, Southbridge has experienced significant changes over the last few
decades with de-industrialization and a decrease in economic opportunities. This has left the Town in
a position of having to strategize ways to address shifts in the population and economy. As of 2015,
the population was 16,854, and it is projected to increase by 2 percent through the year 2020. While a
2 percent growth in population is projected during the next five years, Figure 2.2 shows that the
population in Southbridge between 2000 and 2020 will effectively remain about the same because of
population loss in earlier years 3. In 2000, the population was 17,214 individuals, which is effectively
the same as the projected
population for the year
Figure 2.2: Population Growth, 2000-2020
Source: ESRI Business Analyst
2020 4.
Compared to both the
CMRPC region and the
State, Southbridge’s
population growth is
significantly less. The
CMRPC region and the state
are projected to grow 14
percent and 8 percent,
respectively, between 2000
and 2020 5. One challenge
Southbridge faces is how to
attract and retain residents
who could fill current and
future jobs.

Estimated Population Growth Between 2000 and 2020
16%

14%

14%
12%
10%

8%

8%
6%
4%
2%
0%

0%
Southbridge

CMRPC Region

State

Estimated Population Growth Between 2000 and 2020

RKG used ESRI Business Analyst for 2015 and 2020 projections, while U.S. Census was used for data 2000 and
2010.
2

3

U.S. Census, and ESRI Business Analyst

4

Ibid.

5

Ibid.
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The relatively stable population and exodus of younger individuals from the Town, creates a scenario
in which the senior population is expected to continue to grow 6. The growing senior population
creates a need for a number of town services such as transportation, housing, social, and emergency.
It will be important for the Town to think about the role seniors play in the Southbridge economy and
how they can help become one of the many catalysts for the revitalization of key economic areas like
Downtown for example.
Figure 2.3: Residents Over the Age of 55, 2015
As of 2015, the senior
Source: ESRI Business Analyst
population in
Southbridge was 4,777 or
Percent of Senior Residents, 2015
about 28 percent of the
100%
population 7. The senior
28%
28%
29%
80%
population is expected to
grow by about 8 percent
60%
between 2015 and 2020;
40%
72%
the overall percentage of
72%
71%
seniors in the Town tracks
20%
similarly to that of the
0%
CMRPC Region and State
Southbridge
CMRPC Region
State
as each have 28 percent
Non-Senior
Senior
and 29 percent of their
respective populations as
seniors 8.

2.3.2 Household Trends
The Census defines a household as one that is composed of one or more people who occupy a
housing unit. In Southbridge, the household growth trend has mirrored the trend of overall
population growth. As of 2015, there were 6,932 households, and by 2020 that number is projected to
increase by 2 percent reaching 7,054 households. Again, similar to the discussion around population
growth, this is a positive growth rate but falls within an historical trend of household loss. 9 In 2000,
the total number of households was 7,077, which when compared to the projected households in
2020, ends up showing almost no net new growth for nearly two decades 10.

2.3.3 Population by Age
Even though Southbridge’s population has not grown, there still is a diversity across the age of the
population. Interestingly, Southbridge’s population by age breakdown mirrors almost exactly that of
the CMRPC region and the State. This was surprising considering how Southbridge’s population has
not grown much compared to the other two geographies, and the racial and ethnic composition of
Southbridge is very different from that of CMRPC and the State.

6

ESRI defines seniors as the population age 55 years and above

7

U.S. Census, and ESRI Business Analyst

8

Ibid.

9

Ibid.

10

Ibid.
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Southbridge’s population does have one difference in those ages 20 to 34 years. The younger
spectrum of the labor force in Southbridge makes up a higher percentage than that of the region and
state. In Southbridge, 22 percent of the population that falls into this age cohort group, compared to
19 percent for the CMRPC Region and 20 percent for the State 11. This younger age cohort is often
more inclined to be interested in a more urbanized form of living, particularly living in and around
Downtown locations with amenities. This group could be another positive catalyst particularly for
the downtown redevelopment, as they may be more inclined towards shopping and dining in smaller
non-chain establishments. Between 2015 and 2020, it is projected that the Town will experience a 15
percent increase in the 25 to 34-year-old population 12.
Figure 2.4: Population by Age, 2015
Source: ESRI Business Analyst

Population by Age
2015
100%
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70%
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35 to 44 years

One of the biggest opportunities for Southbridge is to not only capture this age cohort, but also retain
them as residents. As the Town continues to invest in the school system, infrastructure, job
opportunities, and downtown revitalization, this age cohort will be more likely to remain
Southbridge residents for longer periods of time.

2.3.4 Race and Ethnicity
Southbridge is a diverse community. Table 2.1 shows the population of Southbridge broken down by
race and ethnicity. One highlight from the data is that while the Town is 78 percent White, nearly 31
percent of the population identifies as Hispanic. Based on projections from ESRI for the year 2020, the
Hispanic population is expected to grow by nearly 17 percent. For the same time period, the Hispanic

11

Ibid.

12

Ibid.
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population in the CMRPC Region is expected to grow by 16 percent, and in the State the population
is to grow by 20 percent. While the projected growth in Southbridge is similar to that of the region
and state, Southbridge’s Hispanic population already far exceeds the region and state.
Of significance is the fact that the majority of the Latino population living in Southbridge is of Puerto
Rican descent. As a group Puerto Ricans living in the US have a higher fertility rate than the average
(2.1 as compared to 1.8 nationwide average) 13. This is another factor to consider in thinking about the
future demographics of the Town.

2.3.5 Household Income
Household income has a direct impact on economic development and the ability for local residents to
support businesses in Southbridge. Lower household incomes can equate to a lower threshold for
spending in retail, restaurants, tourism, and other extraneous items. The median household income
in Southbridge is substantially lower than that of the region and the state. The Town’s median
income is nearly one-third that of the other two comparison geographies. In 2015, the median income
for Southbridge was $43,261, while the median incomes for the CMRPC Region and State were
respectively, $67,163 and $67,601 14. In 2015, approximately 72 percent of the households in
Southbridge earned less than $75,000 per year 15. In the CMRPC region and across the State,
approximately 54 percent of households earned less than $75,000 per year 16.

2.3.6 Education
As of 2015, only 56 percent of Southbridge residents over that age of 25 earned a high school degree
or less 17. When compared to the region and state, Southbridge lags behind significantly. Within the
CMRPC Region, 37 percent of the population over 25 possesses only a high school education. The
state as a whole has only 36 percent earning a high school diploma or less. When looking at
bachelor’s degrees, only 18 percent of Southbridge residents have achieved that level of education
http://www.cnn.com/2016/08/11/health/us-lowest-fertility-rate/ and
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2014/08/11/puerto-rican-population-declines-on-island-grows-on-u-s-mainland/
13

14

Ibid.

15

Ibid.

16

Ibid.

17

Ibid.
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compared to 37 percent for the region, and 41 percent for the state. These statistics have important
impacts on residents, as well as employers in Southbridge if current residents coming out of school
and entering the workforce do not possess the knowledge and skills needed to fill today’s jobs.

2.4

Employment

In addition to understanding the demographics of Southbridge, RKG also undertook an analysis of
employment statistics. By understanding the existing employment conditions and how they may be
changing, it is possible to craft a strategy that leverages the existing employment base, and focuses on
an economic development strategy that maximizes the Town’s competitive advantage. Southbridge
was a once thriving industrial town that still maintains a manufacturing base. While some of the
industrial businesses have moved on over time, the employment base still retains the manufacturing
knowledge and technical expertise. The challenge is finding new employees who are also trained in
new manufacturing technology and armed with the new skills base to allow Southbridge to pivot to
the changing manufacturing landscape. Employment-related data was drawn from ESRI Business
Analyst, the U.S. Census Bureau, and EOLWD to help paint a picture of the conditions in
Southbridge and the comparison geographies 18.

2.4.1 Key Employment Sectors and Trends
As of 2015, total employment within Southbridge was comprised of 6,266 employees. 19 The industry
sectors with the highest levels of employment were Healthcare and Social Assistance (2,725
employees), Manufacturing (1,082 employees), and Retail Trade (570 employees), respectively
accounting for 46, 18, and 10 percent of total employment 20. These three employment sectors account
for 74 percent of Southbridge’s employment.
RKG also developed a comparison of the jobs currently found in Southbridge to the jobs currently
held by resident workers in Southbridge. This comparison is useful in looking at which industry
sectors are employing Southbridge residents, and which employment sectors require an outsourcing
of labor. As of 2013, there were a twice as many Southbridge residents employed in the
manufacturing sector as there were jobs in Southbridge resulting in a need for residents to seek
employment outside the town. The same can be said for the arts, entertainment, and food industry
sector and professional and scientific services. Jobs in these industries also require many Southbridge
residents to travel outside the town for employment.
On the other hand, industry sectors such as education services, health care, and social assistance are
bringing in employees from outside of Southbridge to fill those local jobs. Overall, many Southbridge
residents are traveling outside the town boundaries for employment opportunities. For additional
information on the employment sectors in Southbridge and the comparison geographies, see Table
A.1 in the Appendix.

18

For the employment analysis, the comparison communities are the Worcester NECTA and the State.

19

MA OLWD, Employment and Wages (ES-202), 2015

20

Ibid.
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2.4.2 Unemployment
As of April 2016, the unemployment rate for Southbridge was 6.0 percent. While higher than the
Worcester NECTA and the State (4.2 percent and 3.9 percent), the unemployment rate is a
considerable drop from the 2015 rate of 7.5 percent 21. The general downward trend of the
unemployment rate is a positive development for the Town. High unemployment has many negative
consequences for a community and its residents, including residential foreclosures and displacement,
increased homelessness, and fewer dollars being generated locally to support Southbridge
businesses. The Town should identify ways to support this downward trend in unemployment such
as supporting job training programs, adult literacy, and improvements to the public school system.

21

MA OLWD, April 2015 and 2016
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2.4.3 Wages
As of 2015, the employment sectors in Southbridge with the highest average weekly wages were
Professional and Technical Services ($1,358), Management of Companies and Enterprises ($1,244),
and Finance and Insurance ($1,181) 22. However, the total combined employment of these industries
makes up only 5 percent of the total employment in the Town. This equates to higher paying job
opportunities not being as
prevalent or available
Figure 2.5: Average Weekly Wages, 2015
Source: MA OLWD 2015
throughout the community.
As of 2015, the average weekly
wage for all industries was $793
per week 23. Figure 2.4 illustrates
the gap in average weekly
wages between Southbridge and
the comparison geographies.
The average weekly wages in
the Worcester NECTA and State
are significantly higher than
those in Southbridge. Wages in
the Worcester NECTA were 19
percent higher than in
Southbridge, while the State
was 34 percent higher.

Average Weekly Wages, All Industries, 2015
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Industry wages are an important element to understand when evaluating the economic base of a
community. Wages offer insight on the industries that are the most financially rewarding for
employees. Preserving and attracting industries that have higher wages is important to any
community, and are certainly a key to the success of the future of Southbridge.

2.4.4 Competitive Advantage
Intra-regional competition and industry specialization between towns and cities is one of the
fundamental characteristics of a healthy employment market. Over time, communities, regions, and
states develop competitive advantages based on their employment base, available resources,
geographic location, land availability, infrastructure, and more. One way to measure competitive
advantage between geographies at the industry level is to perform a location quotient analysis. A
location quotient is a simple formula that determines the concentration of a particular industry
within a certain geography. If the value of a location quotient is greater than 1, that means there is a
concentration of that particular industry within that geography. A value less than 1, means the
concentration of industry is less than that of the comparison geography. Additionally, if the industry
employment is high relative to the town employment, that can signify an industry specialization.

22

Employment and Wages (ES-202), 2015

23

Employment and Wages (ES-202), 2015
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The formula for measuring an industry location quotient is:
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝑦𝑦 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸
�
𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇𝑇 𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸𝐸
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By utilizing industry employment data, RKG calculated the location quotients of industries in
Southbridge as compared to the Worcester NECTA. The industries with the highest location
quotients are: Healthcare and Social Assistance (2.16), Manufacturing (1.97), Other Services,
Excluding Public Administration (1.63), and Management of Companies and Enterprises (1.38) 24. The
Healthcare and Social Assistance industry is an industry specialization of Southbridge because
employment in the industry accounts for nearly 46 percent of total employment 25. This is likely
related to the presence of the Harrington Hospital in Southbridge.

2.4.5 Labor Force
Understanding the daily in- and out-migration of labor for employees within Southbridge and for
Southbridge residents seeking employment outside the town, is important in understanding how
much labor is being imported to Southbridge each day to fill jobs. Since Southbridge has a finite
number of employment opportunities, it is important to understand whether residents of
Southbridge or individuals from outside of Southbridge are filling the employment opportunities.
Figure 2.5 illustrates the flow in and out of Southbridge. Based on 2014 data from OnTheMap, 3,863
jobs in Southbridge were filled by workers who come from outside Southbridge, while 1,807 jobs
were filled by residents 26. Conversely, 6,445 Southbridge residents travel outside of town each day
for work. This equates to 68 percent of Southbridge’s employed residents. This may speak to the need
to look deeper at jobs available in Southbridge and whether current residents are receiving the
education and training needed to fill those jobs.

24

Ibid.

25

Ibid.

26

U.S. Census, OnTheMap, 2014
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Figure 2.6: Commuter Flows of Workers In and Out of Southbridge, 2014
Source: U.S. Census Bureau

2.5

Housing

Housing is vital to the attraction and retention of employers and employees in a community. The
quality of the housing stock, the availability of housing for workers, the price points for renter and
owner-occupied housing, and the costs of owning
Figure 2.7: Housing Tenure,
a home are all factors companies take into
Source: ESRI Business Analyst
account when considering where to locate their
business. Residents and employees need housing
Housing Tenure, 2015
that is affordable within range of their household
100%
income. This section explores a bit about the
7%
9%
10%
90%
housing stock in Southbridge.

2.5.1 Tenure
Southbridge has a higher percentage of the overall
housing stock as renter-occupied when compared
to the CMRPC region and the state as a whole. As
of 2015, approximately 48 percent of
Southbridge’s housing stock was renter-occupied,
and 43 percent was owner-occupied. The
remaining 10 percent was vacant. Very little
change in tenure split is anticipated over the next
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five years through 2020. During the initial outreach and engagement phase of the plan, the RKG
Team heard several times from residents and employers that the availability of reasonably priced forsale and rental housing was a positive feature of the Town. The mix of for-sale and rental housing
provides options for residents and workers who may be looking for different types of housing within
the same community.

2.5.2 Housing Price
Owner-occupied housing prices in Southbridge
fall below the median for the CMRPC region
and the State. According to estimates from the
2009-2013 American Community Survey, the
median home value in Southbridge was
$200,000. This was about $66,000 lower than the
CMRPC region’s median, and $130,000 lower
than the State median. According to ACS
estimates, 91 percent of Southbridge’s housing
stock is valued at or below $300,000. The lower
home values also match Southbridge’s lower
median income, which makes it difficult for
property owners to invest in and maintain the
housing stock. On the other hand, it does open
up opportunities for residents in Southbridge to
own a home versus renting. The lower-cost
housing stock could be an attractive feature for
employers whose workers may be looking to
live in Southbridge.

Figure 2.8: Median Home Value
Source: ACS 2009-2013
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In addition to a more affordable owner-occupied housing stock, rents in Southbridge are also cheaper
than in the CMRPC region and State as a whole. According to 20009-2013 ACS estimates, 57 percent
of the rental units in Southbridge are priced at or below $750 per month. This compares to 44 percent
in the CMRPC region, and 35 percent State-wide. In Southbridge, 76 percent of all rental units are
priced between $500 and $999 per month. The lower monthly rent values in Southbridge are
indicative of the income levels in the community, as well as the quality of the current rental stock. It
is very likely new or renovated rental units would command a higher rent.

2.5.3 Residential Assessment and Property Tax
Employers and employees not only consider the cost of purchasing a home when deciding where to
live, they also look at changes in assessed valuation and residential property taxes as well. Assessed
home values were on the rise in Southbridge between 2003 and 2007, following the nation-wide
increase in real estate values that lead to the eventual market bust and subsequent recession. The
housing market and associated assessed values in Southbridge has seemed to have leveled out since
2011 with total residential assessed values hovering around the $700 million mark. Figure 2.9 shows
the change in residential assessed values over the last twelve years in Southbridge.
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Figure 2.9: Residential Assessed Values
Source: MA DOR, 2003-2015
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Southbridge compares favorably
Figure 2.10: Residential Property Tax Rates
to surrounding towns when
Source: MA DOR, 2015
looking at the average singleResidential Property Tax Rates 2015
family tax bill. In 2015, the average
$25.0
single-family tax bill in
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Southbridge was about $3,200 a
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year. Even though Southbridge
$13.4
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has a higher residential tax rate,
$10.0
the Town had the seventh lowest
$5.0
average tax bill out of the nine
surrounding communities.
$0.0
Southbridge also saw the seventh
lowest percent increase in the
average tax bill between 2010 and
2015. Figure 2.10 illustrates the
2015 Residential Property Tax Rates
2015 residential property tax rates
in Southbridge and the eight
surrounding comparison communities.
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3.1

Market Assessment
Purpose of the Analysis

The following sections provide an assessment of the market supply and demand in Southbridge for
office, industrial, and retail space, as well as residential housing units. The intention of this
assessment is to look for potential opportunities in Southbridge to capture new commercial and
residential growth to bring new jobs, commercial taxes, retail spending, and housing to the Town.
The assessment also includes a look at potential niche markets or niche factors that could contribute
to attracting new investment in Southbridge. These local “assets” could help catalyze new
opportunity sites and help resolve some of the challenges in town. At the end of this section, four
economic development areas in Southbridge are presented with a more specific discussion of
opportunity sites.
RKG utilized several public and private data sources to develop the market assessment. This
included the latest data provided by ESRI (Site to Do Business) 27, the U.S. Census Bureau, the U.S.
Department of Labor Statistics, Massachusetts Executive Office of Labor and Workforce Development
(EOLWD), Massachusetts Department of Revenue (DOR), LoopNet, and the Town of Southbridge.

3.2

Commercial and Industrial Market Assessment

To assess the current supply and demand of the office and industrial markets in Southbridge, RKG
reviewed several factors to determine the strength and position of the Town to attract new
development and/or redevelopment of existing buildings. Within Southbridge there is a substantial
amount of available space in existing buildings that could provide opportunities for a mixture of
industrial and manufacturing, flex space, research and development, and offices. These spaces are
located primarily in older industrial mill buildings as part of the former American Optical (A/O)
campus, or in mills located off Main Street along Mill Street and the Quinebaug River. In addition to
space in existing buildings, there are some limited development opportunities for new construction at
the Southbridge Industrial Park off Worcester Street (Route 169) and Commercial Drive and some
potential land off Dresser Hill Road. The Industrial Park area is already served by water and sewer
and has existing roadway infrastructure in place. Finally, there are smaller office and industrial
spaces spread throughout town which could be marketed as professional offices for accountants,
doctors, real estate brokers, or others looking for smaller space with relatively low rents. The
challenge in Southbridge is how to attract new users to the Town to take advantage of the unique
spaces and amenities offered.

27

ESRI is an internationally renowned data vendor of socioeconomic and market data.
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3.2.1 Trends in Employment Establishments
To assess recent office and industrial trends in Southbridge, RKG looked at business establishment
and employment data from EOLWD between 2013 and 2015. Through the third quarter of 2013 there
were 544 business establishments in Southbridge, accounting for 3.4 percent of the establishments in
the Worcester NECTA 28. By the third quarter of 2015, Southbridge added a total of 72 establishments
and increased its representation in the NECTA by 3.6 percent. However, there were several sectors
where the number of businesses in Southbridge declined, notably the manufacturing and
accommodations/food services sectors. The manufacturing sector saw declines in establishments
across the NECTA as a whole, but accommodations and food services increased nominally.
Overall, in 2015 there were 616 establishments in Southbridge representing an increase of 13.2
percent. This percent increase was higher than the NECTA, which increased by 7 percent between
2013 and 2015. The only sector experiencing an increase in Southbridge, while experiencing a decline
in the NECTA, was the real estate sector. However, this was only an increase of one establishment in
Southbridge. Table 3.1 compares the number of establishments in each industry sector in Southbridge
to the NECTA 29.

Table 3.1: Industry Sector Establishments
Establishments - Southbridge, MA
Selected Economic Trends - 2013 and
2015 (3rd quarter)
Total, All Industries
23 - Construction
31-33 - Manufacturing
22 - Utilities
42 - Wholesale Trade
44-45 - Retail Trade
48-49 - Transportation and Warehousing
51 - Information
52 - Finance and Insurance
53 - Real Estate and Rental and Leasing
54 - Professional and Technical Services
55 - Management of Companies and Enterprises
56 - Administrative and Waste Services
61 - Educational Services
62 - Health Care and Social Assistance
71 - Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation
72 - Accommodation and Food Services
81 - Other Services, Ex. Public Admin
92 - Public Administration

Establishments - Worcester NECTA

2013

2015

%Δ

2013

2015

544
35
32
18
52
8
6
9
9
21
15
238
35
44
9

616
36
25
17
51
10
6
9
10
19
4
15
5
322
30
45
8

13.2%
2.9%
-21.9%

15,897
1,526
627
58
850
1,737
389
233
667
385
1,485
72
762
304
3,665
216
1,186
1,253
412

17,015
1,566
606
60
838
1,720
407
247
667
381
1,577
73
786
315
4,561
211
1,187
1,327
414

-5.6%
-1.9%
25.0%
0.0%
0.0%
11.1%
-9.5%
NA
0.0%
NA
35.3%
-14.3%
2.3%
-11.1%

%Δ
7.0%
2.6%
-3.3%
3.4%
-1.4%
-1.0%
4.6%
6.0%
0.0%
-1.0%
6.2%
1.4%
3.1%
3.6%
24.4%
-2.3%
0.1%
5.9%
0.5%

Source: MA Department of Labor and RKG Associates, Inc. (2016)

28 The Worcester NECTA was used as a point of comparison to represent the larger employment region, which
Southbridge is a part of.

Although the Arts/Entertainment/Recreation industry sector does not show any current
employment in Southbridge, the Town does have several arts, entertainment, and recreation venues
such as Starlight Lounge, the Cannery, the Southbridge Arts Center, and the Golf Course.
29
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3.2.2 Trends in Overall Employment
Total employment in Southbridge in 2013 was 5,743, and represented 2.4 percent of the total
employment in the NECTA. By 2015, employment in Southbridge increased more than 9 percent
(surpassing the 3.3 percent increase in the NECTA) to 6,266. Much of the employment growth in
Southbridge occurred in the health care sector, adding nearly 500 employees with a growth rate of
22.4 percent. While this growth rate was well above the 6 percent for the region, the NECTA
nonetheless added nearly 3,000 employees in the health care sector. Southbridge did experience a
decline in employment within several industry sectors, including construction.
RKG reviewed ten-year employment projections for the NECTA, indicating a projected overall
growth of 3.8 percent out to the year 2025. Assuming that employment in Southbridge changes in
similar ways to that of the NECTA, then total employment in Southbridge could increase to 6,504 by
the year 2025. Most sectors in Southbridge, excluding information services, are projected to gain
employment through 2025 despite losses between 2013 and 2015. An exception is the manufacturing
sector which grew between 2013 and 2015, but is projected to decline through the year 2025. RKG’s
employment projections for Southbridge are based on projected employment changes in the larger
NECTA region. RKG assumes that changes in the industry sectors in Southbridge will closely mirror
that of the NECTA. Recent discussions with Town Economic Development staff have revealed an
increased interest in industrial/manufacturing space from new companies looking to locate in
Southbridge. If these discussions result in new companies coming to Southbridge, or existing
companies expanding their employment base, then the projections for manufacturing jobs would
likely increase not decrease. Table 3.2 shows industry employment by sector in Southbridge.

Table 3.2: Employment Trends by Industry Sector
Employment - Southbridge, MA
Selected Economic Trends 2013 and 2015 (3rd quarter)
Total, All Industries
23 - Construction
31-33 - Manufacturing
22 - Utilities
42 - Wholesale Trade
44-45 - Retail Trade
48-49 - Transportation and Warehousing
51 - Information
52 - Finance and Insurance
53 - Real Estate and Rental and Leasing
54 - Professional and Technical Services
55 - Management of Companies and Enterprises
56 - Administrative and Waste Services
61 - Educational Services
62 - Health Care and Social Assistance
71 - Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation
72 - Accommodation and Food Services
81 - Other Services, Ex. Public Admin
92 - Public Administration
Source: MA Department of Labor and RKG Associates, Inc. (2016)

2013

2015

2025

5,743
172
986
110
573
96
67
139
31
54
102
348
2,227
264
294
186

6,266
134
1,082
105
570
49
40
127
36
57
96
113
333
2,725
255
315
198

6,504
141
1,031
108
580
52
39
132
38
63
98
118
353
2,891
265
327
NA

% Change
2015-2025
3.8%
5.1%
-4.7%
3.0%
1.7%
5.7%
-2.2%
3.8%
5.0%
10.3%
1.6%
4.3%
6.1%
6.1%
4.1%
3.8%
NA
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3.2.3 Future Demand for Physical Space
Using the projections for future employment in Southbridge, RKG translated new employment
growth into demand for new physical space. The employment projections out to 2025 were converted
into estimates of space (square feet or SF) utilizing industry standards for the average square feet per
employee by specific industry sector. RKG cautions that the projected demand for additional square
feet does not necessarily equate to a demand for newly built space. Typically, much of the demand
may be accommodated by existing vacancies in the market area or by a more productive utilization of
existing space. This is especially true in Southbridge where there is an abundancy of vacant
commercial space that could be used for industrial, office, and flex space. Nonetheless, in the
aggregate there is a projected demand for slightly more than 35,000 square feet of space through the
year 2025. If annualized, this amounts to 3,500 square feet per year and likely less, realizing that
vacancies and/or better utilization could meet most of the projected demand. This speaks to the
Town’s need to invest in marketing current vacancies where possible, in a coordinated effort with
property owners, to help property owners match space with potential future tenants or desires of
existing businesses to expand. Table 3.3 shows the translation of future employment to square feet of
physical space.

Table 3.3: Future Space Demand
Employment Projections by Industry Sector with
Demand for Additional SF - Southbridge, MA

Δ from
2015

Aggregate
Projected SF
% of 2025
Demand Employment

SF
Metric

2025
Projected

175
200
200
175
175
200
150
150

39
132
38
63
98
118
353
2,891
3,732

(1)
5
2
6
2
5
20
166
205

(154)
965
360
1,027
269
972
3,047
24,934
31,420

0.6%
2.0%
0.6%
1.0%
1.5%
1.8%
5.4%
44.5%
57.4%

175
150

265
327
592
4,324

10
12
22
227

1,830
1,796
3,625
35,045

4.1%
5.0%
9.1%
66.5%

Office/Flex/Institutional
51 - Information

52 - Finance and Insurance
53 - Real Estate and Rental and Leasing
54 - Professional and Technical Services
55 - Management of Companies and Enterprises
56 - Administrative and Waste Services
61 - Educational Services
62 - Health Care and Social Assistance
Subtotal
Commercial
72 - Accommodation and Food Services
81 - Other Services, Ex. Public Admin
Subtotal
TOTAL

Source : MA Department of Labor, US County Business Patterns (BEA) and RKG Associates, Inc. (2016)

3.2.4 Office and Industrial Properties
To assess the existing supply of office and industrial space in Southbridge, RKG completed an online
search for available properties that are actively being marketed by the Town, as well as by local
brokers. 30 This research uncovered over 250,000 square feet of commercial/industrial space currently
available for lease and/or purchase in the Town. Much of the existing leasable space is in the former
A/O complex, specifically in the building at 35 Optical Drive where over 180,000 square feet is

30

Properties were found using Loopnet and the Town’s inventory of commercial properties available.
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available for lease. Additionally, there is a significant amount of space that is currently under-utilized
that presumably could be retrofitted for more efficient and intensive use. There are also twelve acres
of undeveloped land for sale in the Industrial Park. Based on the projected demand for additional
space in Southbridge (Table 2.3), it is likely that nearly all of the future demand could be captured
and accommodated in the existing vacancies in the Town. Some of this space may need to be
repositioned and modernized, if economically feasible, to meet the needs of the lessee, but space is
available nonetheless.

3.3

Retail Supply and Demand

Within a given retail market area, there is a finite supply of retail stores and a finite demand based on
consumer spending patterns. The supply side can be augmented by adding new stores or changing
stores from one retail sector to another. The demand side can be augmented by increasing the
number of households in a retail capture area, or by drawing in retail customers from outside the
capture area. To assess the relative strength of the retail market in Southbridge, RKG completed a
retail-gap analysis to better understand the current supply of retail stores and the demand from the
households within the capture area.
Retail opportunity is often based on capturing a higher percentage of “sales leakage”. Sales leakage
is the difference between local consumer demand (spending) and local retail sales. Another way of
looking at leakage is the local shopping demand (dollars) not being captured by local merchants
(sales). All markets experience some degree of sales leakage or unmet local demand, indicating that
the market exports some degree of sales for that particular merchandise line or store type.
Conversely, many, but not all markets may be net importers of sales in particular retail categories,
often when there is a strong clustering of specific or “niche” stores (as in an outlet mall’s
concentration of apparel and accessory shops, for example) or in an entertainment cluster with a high
concentration of dining and drinking establishments.
To the extent that a market is a net importer of sales, there may be opportunities for additional
development of similar, or complementary stores, capitalizing on the existing clustering. To the
extent that a local market is a net exporter of sales, meaning local demand is not captured by local
merchants, there may be an opportunity for additional retail development to fill in the gaps. This
latter point also depends on such factors as available and appropriate sites which meet a retailer’s
criteria with respect to such factors as access, space needs, visibility, and traffic counts, to name a few.
In this analysis, RKG developed an estimate of retail demand and sales, resulting in calculations of
sales leakage for a set of presumed trade areas at a 3-mile and a 5-mile radius from the center of
Downtown Southbridge. 31 These radii reflect typical primary trade areas for many stores. For
example, grocery stores generally draw 65 percent or more of their sales from households within two
to three miles. Many other store types draw customers from within three to five miles depending on
the specific retailer and whether or not it is co-located with a large anchor store. A general
merchandiser, depending on competitive factors, often draws the brunt of their sales from

31 RKG used 346 Main Street as the centroid location for the retail-gap analysis radii. A map of the radii is
shown in the Appendix, Figure A.1.
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households within a 10- or 15-mile radius. In this analysis, RKG assumed it was unlikely that
Southbridge would attract a large anchor tenant given the size of available retail space and the
location of available land in the Town.
The findings from the RKG analysis, at the 3- and 5-mile radii, along with potential sales leakage
recapture, are presented in Tables 3.4 and 3.5. While these estimates reflect the high-end of possible
new retail development (especially given the fact that residents living within the 3-mile radius
generally speaking are on the lower end of the income range), they nonetheless offer a snapshot of
prevailing market dynamics and development potential. To the extent that additional retail stores
and square footage may be built in Southbridge depends heavily on a retailer’s site and location
criteria as noted previously.

3.3.1 3-Mile Radius
The estimated per household retail spending demand for the 3-mile radius is slightly more than
$24,500 (8,316 total households) for all of the selected merchandise lines. This results in an aggregate
demand of nearly $204.0 million for retail spending. Estimated sales total nearly $201.6 million
indicating an overall sales leakage of almost $2.4 million for all merchandise lines. However, the
retail categories covering grocery stores and drug stores are net importers of retail spending within
the 3-mile radius. Store types indicating a net export of sales include clothing and restaurants. In
total, RKG estimates there to be nearly 441,300 square feet of retail within the 3-mile radius. This
equates to an estimated 21.4 square feet of supportable retail space per person (population of 20,625).
Typical national averages range from thirty-five square feet to forty square feet per person.
If additional retail development were to capture 100 percent of the estimated sales leakage this could
theoretically support an additional 202,100 square feet of retail space. While it is unreasonable to
assume that a total recapture is possible, this analysis nonetheless indicates unmet sales demand and
potential opportunities for new retail stores. It is more likely that Southbridge could capture 35 to 40
percent of the unmet demand within the 3-mile radius, which would equal about 70,000 to 80,000
square feet of space. It should also be noted that this analysis indicates an opportunity for existing
merchants to increase their penetration and market share in selected retail categories possibly
through revisiting their operations, marketing, and merchandise lines.

3.3.2 5-Mile Radius
The estimated per household retail spending demand for the 5-mile radius is $27,200 (11,770
households) for all of the selected merchandise lines. This results in an aggregate demand of nearly
$319.9 million for retail spending. Estimated sales total $349.5 million indicating a nearly $30 million
net importation of retail sales from households outside the 5-mile radius. This is likely influenced by
the high volume of stores in the grocery, drug store, and general merchandise categories.
Nonetheless, substantial sales leakage remains for clothing, building materials, and some types of
restaurants. Comparing the 3-mile and 5-mile radii; furniture, department stores, and limited service
eating places become net importers, while specialty foods and liquor outlets become net exporters. In
total, RKG estimates there to be slightly less than 800,000 square feet of retail within the 5-mile
radius. This represents an 81 percent increase above the 3-mile radius. There are 75 percent more
stores in the 5-mile radius compared to the 3-mile radius as well. Within the 5-mile radius, the
population is estimated to be supporting 27 square feet per capita (population of 29,618), again lower
than the national average.
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If additional retail development were to recapture 100 percent of the estimated sales leakage this
could theoretically support an additional 232,400 square feet of retail (a nominal increase of 15
percent compared to the 3-mile radius). At a capture rate of 35 to 40 percent, the 5-mile radius could
potentially capture between 81,000 and 93,000 square feet of additional retail space. The potential for
additional clothing stores remains high as does the potential for other general merchandisers. The
potential for restaurants diminishes because of the higher capture rate for limited service establishes,
but potential remains strong for full service, sit down establishments.
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Table 3.4: Retail Gap Analysis for 3-Mile Radius
Southbridge, MA - 3 mile radii (346 Main Street)

2016 BASELINE "GAP" ANALYSIS - Estimated Retail
Demand & Sales - Selected Drive Radii

Hypothetical SF at
100% of Sales
(Under) /Over Leakage Recapture

Demand

Sales

Total

$203,933,288

$201,573,477

($2,359,811)

202,100

Furniture & Home Furnishings Stores

$11,305,501

$4,626,123

($6,679,378)

25,854

Furniture Stores

$7,889,058

$3,209,604

($4,679,454)

15,598

Home Furnishings Stores

$3,416,443

$1,416,519

($1,999,924)

10,256

Electronics & Appliance Stores

$18,820,293

$10,249,444

($8,570,849)

29,054

Bldg Materials, Garden Equip. & Supply Stores

$10,465,319

$7,870,575

($2,594,744)

9,005

Bldg Material & Supplies Dealers

$9,352,002

$7,870,575

($1,481,427)

3,704

Lawn & Garden Equip & Supply Stores

$1,113,317

$0

($1,113,317)

5,302

$51,869,315

$99,690,737

$47,821,422
$46,425,805

Food & Beverage Stores
Grocery Stores

$43,625,473

$90,051,278

Specialty Food Stores

$3,808,231

$4,199,031

$390,800

Beer, Wine & Liquor Stores

$4,435,611

$5,440,428

$1,004,817

Health & Personal Care Stores

$18,289,078

$27,714,915

$9,425,837

Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores

$18,053,999

$7,057,089

($10,996,910)

38,362

$12,402,144

$3,819,592

($8,582,552)

31,209
7,078

Clothing Stores
Shoe Stores

$2,335,805

$0

($2,335,805)

Jewelry, Luggage & Leather Goods Stores

$3,316,050

$3,237,497

($78,553)

75

Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book & Music Stores

$7,781,195

$1,419,181

($6,362,014)

27,033

Sporting Goods/Hobby/Musical Instr Stores

$6,602,762

$1,419,181

($5,183,581)

23,038

Book, Periodical & Music Stores

$1,178,433

$0

($1,178,433)

3,995

$31,277,014

$23,737,506

($7,539,508)

24,658

$22,817,152

$22,466,838

($350,314)

694

$8,459,862

$1,270,668

($7,189,194)

23,964

$8,692,059

$3,546,560

($5,145,499)

21,791

$722,608

$186,628

($535,980)

1,787

Office Supplies, Stationery & Gift Stores

$3,289,681

$672,370

($2,617,311)

11,897

Used Merchandise Stores

$1,047,800

$556,350

($491,450)

1,855

Other Miscellaneous Store Retailers

$3,631,970

$2,131,212

($1,500,758)

6,253

$27,379,515

$15,661,347

($11,718,168)

26,343

$16,626,529

$7,706,798

($8,919,731)

20,505

$9,379,707

$7,125,984

($2,253,723)

4,174

$638,568

$154,831

($483,737)

1,512

$734,711

$673,734

($60,977)

152

General Merchandise Stores
Department Stores Excluding Leased Depts.
Other General Merchandise Stores
Miscellaneous Store Retailers
Florists

Food Services & Drinking Places
Full-Service Restaurants
Limited-Service Eating Places
Special Food Services
Drinking Places - Alcoholic Beverages

Source: US Census, ESRI, Dun & Bradstreet, ULI and RKG Associates, Inc. (2016)
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Table 3.5: Retail Gap Analysis for 5-Mile Radius
Southbridge, MA - 5 mile radii (346 Main Street)

2016 BASELINE "GAP" ANALYSIS - Estimated Retail
Demand & Sales - Selected Drive Radii

Hypothetical SF at
100% of Sales
Leakage
(Under) /Over
Recapture

Demand

Sales

Total

$319,888,062

$349,506,825

Furniture & Home Furnishings Stores

$12,789,160

$12,437,917

($351,243)

$7,226,526

$9,852,552

$2,626,026

Furniture Stores

$29,618,763

232,426
15,268

Home Furnishings Stores

$5,562,634

$2,585,365

($2,977,269)

15,268

Electronics & Appliance Stores

$29,888,134

$11,474,335

($18,413,799)

62,420

Bldg Materials, Garden Equip. & Supply Stores

$17,208,782

$10,928,408

($6,280,375)

18,506

$15,308,873

$10,268,761

($5,040,112)

12,600

$1,899,910

$659,647

($1,240,263)

5,906

$81,920,214

$132,124,493

$50,204,280

2,458

$68,876,193

$121,072,140

$52,195,947

Specialty Food Stores

$5,987,899

$5,428,935

($558,964)

1,107

Beer, Wine & Liquor Stores

$7,056,121

$5,623,418

($1,432,703)

1,352

Health & Personal Care Stores

$29,422,168

$35,248,269

$5,826,101

Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores

$28,490,620

$11,507,340

($16,983,280)

55,184

$19,535,768

$6,311,090

($13,224,678)

48,090

Shoe Stores

$3,619,114

$1,927,659

($1,691,455)

5,126

Jewelry, Luggage & Leather Goods Stores

$5,335,738

$3,268,591

($2,067,147)

1,969

Sporting Goods, Hobby, Book & Music Stores

$12,511,030

$8,923,782

($3,587,248)

13,990

$10,658,406

$8,923,782

($1,734,624)

7,709

$1,852,624

$0

($1,852,624)

6,280

$50,105,705

$73,530,474

$23,424,769

38,273

Department Stores Excluding Leased Depts.

$36,625,334

$71,531,996

$34,906,662

Other General Merchandise Stores

$13,480,371

$1,998,478

($11,481,893)

38,273

$14,151,506

$12,331,212

($1,820,294)

7,781

Florists

$1,196,156

$383,553

($812,603)

2,709

Office Supplies, Stationery & Gift Stores

$5,257,849

$5,507,492

$249,643

Used Merchandise Stores

$1,649,335

$1,226,290

($423,045)

Other Miscellaneous Store Retailers

$6,048,166

$5,213,877

($834,289)

3,476

$43,400,743

$41,000,595

($2,400,148)

18,546

Full-Service Restaurants

$26,278,691

$19,924,163

($6,354,528)

14,608

Limited-Service Eating Places

$14,931,230

$20,239,366

$5,308,136

$1,048,660

$163,332

($885,328)

2,767

$1,142,162

$673,734

($468,428)

1,171

Bldg Material & Supplies Dealers
Lawn & Garden Equip & Supply Stores
Food & Beverage Stores
Grocery Stores

Clothing Stores

Sporting Goods/Hobby/Musical Instr Stores
Book, Periodical & Music Stores
General Merchandise Stores

Miscellaneous Store Retailers

Food Services & Drinking Places

Special Food Services
Drinking Places - Alcoholic Beverages

Source: US Census, ESRI, Dun & Bradstreet, ULI and RKG Associates, Inc. (2016)
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3.3.3 Retail Potential in Southbridge
RKG’s analysis indicates significant unmet consumer demand from households within the 3-mile
radius, and to a lesser extent from households within the 3- to 5-mile radius. While the market is a net
importer for some retail categories such as grocery stores and drug stores, it is a net exporter for
many others. These include clothing stores, restaurants, and building/lumber material stores. Given
adequate existing retail spaces or land availability for new development, opportunities do exist for
additional retail development. This again is subject to the criteria used by retailers for selecting
locations and sites. It may also be possible to capitalize on the already strong market for groceries,
which could use existing demand to strengthen the appeal and retail gravity for additional retail
development. In other words, the Town could consider grocery stores as small anchors to fill in with
retail and/or restaurants around it. Again, RKG also notes that the findings of this retail analysis
could be helpful to existing merchants in increasing their sales in selected merchandise lines.
Many of the retail establishments showing a greater demand than supply for the Southbridge market
are ones that could fit easily into a downtown environment or into the east and west gateways
coming into Town. These include boutique clothing stores, book stores, antiques and art galleries,
other niche retailers, and most importantly sit-down restaurant establishments. There is a clear and
significant gap in the spending demand for restaurants and the supply in Southbridge. If Southbridge
could capture a higher percentage of restaurant spending from local residents, and attract visitors
from outside the Town, the demand could help transform vacant retail spaces in Downtown.
Residents often referred to Putnam as a model of revitalization they feel is relevant.
Discussions with residents at the public forums should also be considered, where it was mentioned
that there are several reasons keeping residents and others from shopping downtown. These
included: the lack of options (“the stores currently there do not carry my style of clothing”), the lack
of discount stores (“I go elsewhere to look for better prices”), the perceived lack of parking, and the
presence of social service agencies and the residents they serve which reportedly make some people
feel uncomfortable. These issues need to be addressed in order to recapture some of the sales leakage.

3.4

Residential Market Assessment

One way to boost retail spending and strengthen local employment options is to stimulate additional
residential development. As was noted in the Demographic and Economic chapter, Southbridge has
experienced a drop in both population and households since the year 2000. This is despite the fact
that housing prices, particularly single-family sale prices, are very low when compared to the region
and the state.
Between 2000 and 2010, there was a marginal decline of 0.3 percent in the number of housing units in
Southbridge, and continued through 2015. It is projected to level out between 2015 and 2020, but not
expected to result in a large number of new housing units in either the for-sale or rental market. The
number of vacant housing units increased substantially between 2000 and 2010, and has not
improved much through 2015. The vacancies in town creates a cushion on the supply side, helping to
keep housing prices low. Other factors such as the quality of existing vacant units and perceived
issues with the school system in Southbridge also impact the decision of future residents to live in
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Southbridge. This is also seen on the employment side as well, where many companies in
Southbridge have to import workers to support jobs in the community.
Figure 3.1: Residential Sales 2000-2015

Southbridge: Residential Sales
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Source: Warren Information Services & RKG Associates, Inc.

Figure 3.2: Median Sales Value 2000-2015

Southbridge: Median Sales Value
$250,000
$160,000

Condominium Sales

$220,000

Single-Family Sales

The housing market in Southbridge
was negatively affected by the Great
Recession. Since 2005/2006, the
number of residential sales dropped
substantially for both single-family
homes and condominiums. As of
2015, single-family home sales were
back up to near pre-recession levels
but condos continue to see less than
ten sales per year. 32 Median sales
values hit a fifteen-year high in 2006
for both single-family and
condominiums, but suffered great
losses after the recession reverting
back to values not seen since 2000.
Since hitting a low in 2011, median
single-family sales values rose and
have plateaued since 2013. Figures
3.1 and 3.2 show the residential sales
and median sales values for singlefamily and condominiums in
Southbridge from 2000 to 2015.

$130,000
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Warren Group Information Services, RKG Associates.
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$190,000
Over the last fifteen years the
residential market in Southbridge has $160,000
$100,000
been relatively flat, noting some
$70,000
$130,000
declines in both owner- and renteroccupied units, with the latter
$100,000
$40,000
projected to grow nominally over the
next five years. Median household
Condominium
Single-Family
incomes in Southbridge limit the
Source: Warren Information Services & RKG Associates, Inc.
“home-buying” power of a would be
owner and detract from a developer’s costs to build and generate a reasonable return on investment.
Sales of homes, both single-family and condominiums, have averaged less than four percent annually
of the existing households. In RKG’s opinion, there may be opportunities for some residential
development as part of a downtown or mixed-use project realizing that absorption may be slow, or
that absorption would represent a relocation and “move-up” of existing residents to a more
modernized unit. If the Downtown begins to attract new amenities such as retailers, restaurants,
galleries, and other entertainment venues the housing market may follow, although typically retail
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follows rooftops, not the other way around. The existing stock of mixed-use buildings in the
Downtown could provide an excellent opportunity to attract younger and older householders to this
location if buildings and units were modernized and upgraded. Some public investment in
pedestrian and bicycle amenities (cleanliness of sidewalk and needed repairs, street furniture, such as
benches, bike racks, etc.) could help to support and spur this on.

3.5

Business Attraction and Support Assets

Southbridge has a number of marketable real estate and infrastructure assets that are helpful to
attracting new commercial and industrial businesses to town, as well as assisting with the expansion
of existing businesses. These assets are identified and described below by their distinguishing
characteristics, location in Town, and potential for helping to strengthen the Town’s commercial tax
base. This discussion is intended to provide an overview of the key assets in Town and therefore may
not be exhaustive of all assets.

3.6

Real Estate

As was noted in the office and industrial market assessment section, Southbridge has a number of
existing buildings and parcels that are primed for redevelopment. These opportunities range from
Downtown mixed-use buildings with vacant first floor storefronts and upper story office or
residential space, to large industrial buildings that could be converted to suit the needs of a number
of different business types.
The area in and around Downtown offers the largest diversity of building types and customizable
spaces in Town. The former American Optical (A/O) campus has vacant spaces ranging from 10,000
square feet to over 100,000 square feet. The Town has noted that these buildings could be used for
commercial, industrial, or even residential uses. The intention is to create a space that is flexible and
responds to the market over time. In addition to A/O, several buildings in the core of Downtown
have first floor vacancies that could accommodate small retail, professional offices, or restaurants.
The low rents, walkability, and visibility in a high traffic location along Main Street (Route 131) are
attractive features to locating in Downtown.
The two gateways into Downtown on the east and west sides are also ripe with redevelopment
opportunities (explained further in Section 5). These areas have a mixture of vacant space inside
existing buildings, as well as whole parcels that could be redeveloped as part of a larger project. The
mills off Main Street along Mill Street are an example of space that could be reconfigured and
upgraded for a host of uses, similar to the A/O complex. There is the potential to capitalize on the
riverfront access by redeveloping waterfront property in the east gateway area, specifically the car
yard behind Plaza Used Auto Parts and the Mobil Station on East Main Street.
In terms of open land for new development, the Town has a large plot of land for industrial and
office users in the Industrial Park, which is already outfitted with roadway infrastructure, water, and
sewer which was brought in at the Town’s expense. This area opens up opportunities for new
development where a tenant would be looking to construct their own building to suit their specific
needs. In some cases, the current stock of vacant space in existing buildings may not suit the needs of
a new business making the Industrial Park an attractive option. This location is adjacent to the airport
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which is another amenity should a business require to this asset. A second potential location for new
industrial development is located off Dresser Hill Road and Dudley Road, where there is about one
hundred acres of industrially-zoned land.

3.7

Infrastructure

Southbridge is fortunate to have city-like infrastructure in a smaller town setting. The availability of
town water and sewer is not a common amenity to be able to offer businesses in a smaller town in
Central Massachusetts. This allows Southbridge to support much larger development than many
surrounding Towns could without substantial investment in a public treatment system, or a private
on-site treatment option. The Town also offers a full complement of police, fire, and emergency
services to support local businesses and residents.
Southbridge also has a mature roadway network with good sidewalk coverage in the areas across the
middle of Town, which historically has acted as the central core of the Town. The Downtown and
surrounding neighborhoods are easy to walk to, and the Downtown street network provides onstreet and off-street locations for patrons to park and frequent area businesses. Southbridge is also
one of the few towns in Massachusetts to have an airport, which not only supports business and
recreational travel, but could be marketed as an asset for a larger company that may want or need
access to a smaller municipal airport. Harrington Hospital is located just to the west of Downtown
Southbridge, and has spurred a cluster of medical offices and services in the area and brought an
increase in healthcare-related employment to the area.

3.8

Opportunity Areas

Southbridge has four distinct opportunity areas to support economic development and grow the
Town’s commercial tax base. These include Downtown Southbridge, the East and West Gateways
along Main Street on either side of Downtown, and the area that comprises the Industrial Park and
Airport. These four locations have the infrastructure to support new development or the
redevelopment of existing buildings, and they are zoned to allow for a number of different
commercial and industrial uses.

3.8.1 East Gateway
The East Gateway along East Main Street serves as the entry point into Downtown from Dudley. The
north side of East Main Street has been developed with commercial uses, and limited
commercial/industrial uses dot the south side of the street. Major businesses in this area include the
Big Y shopping center, Dunkin Donuts, McDonalds, Ocean State Job Lot, and several auto-oriented
businesses like gas stations and repair shops. The development pattern in this area is primarily
single-use structures on their own parcels of land surrounded by a parking lot. The developments
very much function on their own, and have little relationship to their surroundings. The East
Gateway is bounded to the north by the Quinebaug River, which is an asset that could attract
redevelopment and/or recreation along its banks.
The primary challenges the area has is a lack of presence as a gateway into the community. This
could be aided by signage, streetscape treatments, lighting, and improved landscaping along the
roadway. There are several redevelopment opportunities here that could help improve the look and
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functionality of this area. These include the car storage facility along the river, and the single-use
structures along the north side of East Main Street.

Figure 3.3: East Main Street Gateway Map

3.8.2 West Gateway
The area to the west of Downtown Southbridge (West Gateway) along Main Street is another
economic development area that currently holds a mix of commercial and industrial development.
Fronting Main Street are commercial and restaurant uses such as the Big Bunny market, Fins & Tales
restaurant, and Empire Buffet. Along Mill Street, just north of Main Street, are a number of vacant
older industrial mill buildings offering up a wide range of possibilities for create reuse. A&M Tool is
located at the north end of the industrial complex along Mill Street that has been in business for
nearly seventy years.
While the West Gateway has some very successful and notable Southbridge businesses, as a primary
entrance into the community it is not very inviting. Similar to the East Gateway area, it also lacks the
presence as a gateway into the community. The area could benefit from a consistent streetscape
treatment, new lighting, and improved landscaping along the roadway. The parcel between Fins &
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Tales and Empire Buffet provides an excellent redevelopment opportunity to build a new building
that fronts Main Street and carries the historic character of the Fins & Tales building into the
Downtown. The mill buildings along Mill Street are also ripe for adaptive reuse. The Big Bunny
parking lot could benefit from some visual screening accomplished through landscaping and/or
building along the edge of the parking lot closest to the street.
Figure 3.4: West Main Street Gateway Map

3.8.3 Downtown
Downtown Southbridge is full of opportunities for economic revitalization. There are a number of
buildings in Downtown that have first and second floor vacancies, offering opportunities for new
businesses to enter the market and upper story office or residential conversions. While building
maintenance is needed, the historic building stock provides a visually appealing and consistent
streetscape along Main Street. The relatively low rents mean a lower barrier to entry, particularly for
new business owners looking to open up what may be their first storefront or restaurant. Based on
the retail market assessment presented earlier in this report, there are opportunities to attract
customers to Downtown if a quality product is offered and marketed effectively.
Additionally, the Downtown has a unique ambiance due to a combination of factors including the
grand historic buildings, the rolling landscape of Main Street which creates a dramatic backdrop, and
an urban feel that results from the current uses and users of the establishments. While there are a
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number of uses that detract from this, there are also a number of very unique establishments that
form a strong foundation in Downtown. These include the Vienna, an Austrian themed restaurant
and Inn, the Starlight, a hybrid gallery and bar with live music five days a week, and the Metro Bistro
with live French music and song.
On the eastern edges of Downtown are the Southbridge Hotel and Conference Center and several
large industrial areas (A/O and Schott), as well as the Southbridge Common. Approximately halfway between there is the Southbridge Art Center. The challenge is how to better connect these assets
to the Downtown Core, particularly the hotel and conference center. This could be accomplished
through signage and streetscape, marketing at the hotel, and a pedestrian/bike connection using the
existing utility corridor (green dots in Figure 3.5). A connection between these assets, including better
access to the river, and the Downtown Core would bring additional patrons to Downtown
businesses.
Figure 3.5: Downtown Map

3.8.4 Airport and Industrial Park
The area off Commercial Drive is a very different economic development area than the three
previously discussed. The Southbridge Industrial Park offers large tracts of undeveloped land that
are shovel-ready because of the Town’s investment to extend utilities and roadway infrastructure.
The availability of land at this location creates opportunities for businesses to construct buildings and
design a site that suits their specific needs, and is therefore best suited for businesses that are looking
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to construct their own building(s). The fact that much of the land in the industrial park is townowned provides flexibility for parcelization and potential pricing, where the Town may be willing to
negotiate based on the development opportunity.
The airport is also a very unique asset in Southbridge, which most municipalities in Massachusetts do
not have. The airport has an active runway, hangar space, a flight school, and diner. The airport is
currently expanding hangar space and adding a new administration building which will provide
space for future office users. Opportunities exist at the airport for creating new events such as small
air shows, balloon fests, or other creative ways to bring people to this location. It has the potential to
become a regional destination, attracting people from area towns who may presumably then spend
some of their disposable income in Southbridge shops and restaurants.

Figure 3.6: Airport and Industrial Park Map

Community Branding

4
4.1

Community Branding
Community Branding

Community Branding is the process of identifying and reinforcing the unique character of a
community. This includes a methodology to elicit the positive essence of a particular place—in this
case the Town of Southbridge, Massachusetts. The purpose of Community Branding is (1) to reinforce
identity, (2) to visually define character, (3) to underscore uniqueness, (4) to link collective memory,
and (5) to connect communal familiarity. This leads to the creation of a sense of arrival, a sense of place, a
sense of shared visual memory, and community ethos.
There are three dimensions of Community Branding. First, there is Brand Image or reputation;
second is Brand Identity, the core concept of the community; and third Brand Behavior, the brand
applied. Other major aspects of the power of Community Branding are (1) the celebration of a
community’s attributes and assets; (2) underscoring of positive perception; (3) supporting economic
stimulation; and (4) strengthen pride of place.
To make Community Branding work, the process should include the development of community
narratives, engagement by the town administration, small scale interventions, shared communal
experiences which lead to focused residential and local business perception, place promotion,
stakeholder ownership, and a strategic vision. The process underscores the notion of community
participation that leads to community ownership.
There are various “tools” that can be used to develop Community Branding. These include the use of
symbols, monuments, icons, gateways, street furniture, wayfinding and signage, pageantry (banners
and bunting), public art, landscaping and strategic visual theming. These manifest themselves in
many different types of physical elements that range from the very simplistic to the poetic.
The Town of Southbridge has a unique quality to its downtown. It can be said that the “bones” of the
downtown are good. Many of the older downtown structures have a strong architectural quality.
This means that the streetscape has presence and ultimately character. It also has history imbedded
into its traditions as a community.

4.2

Branding Ideation Process

In order to create and develop an appropriate brand for Southbridge, an Advisory Committee was
established to help guide the branding and the economic development strategy as a whole.
Individuals on the Committee represented both residents and the business community in
Southbridge. Initially, two strategic slide presentations were presented to the Committee about
opportunities for beautification and enhancement and case studies of what was created for other
cities and towns in Massachusetts. After documentation and analysis of the various physical
characteristics of Southbridge, a presentation was developed for the committee members to review
and understand the existing aspects of the Town.
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Following the review, committee members were asked to go through a word ideation exercise to
describe Southbridge. This interactive process allowed participants and town staff to articulate
descriptive terms and narrative about the Southbridge. The words were transcribed to a master list.
Descriptive phrases were added, as well as lists of symbols and appropriate colors. Additionally,
questions about Southbridge’s future were addressed by the participants. The word ideation process
included a back and forth review of what words were the most descriptive with the less evocative
words being deleted by drawing a line through them. At the end of the process, the very essence of
the Town of Southbridge was described. The word ideation exercises included the following lists of
words and descriptions.

With One Word

Describe Southbridge Ideation Exercise
Two Words
Three or More Words

Eclectic

Strong Manufacturers

Eye of the Commonwealth

Victorian

Natural resources

Traditional Optical Companies

Emerging

Walkable Downtown

Hopeful School System

Diverse

Ethnically Diverse

State of the Art School System

Water

Valuable Architecture

Affordable Real Estate

Re-Awakening

Potential Space

Interesting Back Stories

Gateway

Fine Dining

Undeveloped open Space

Green

Established Businesses

Opportunity for Retail

Artistic

Attractive parks

Opportunity for Youth

Welcoming

Municipal Airport

Opportunity for Preservation

Interesting

Distinctive Structures

Opportunity for Entrepreneurs

Traditional

Winding River

Award-winning Hospital

Optical

Rail Trails

Active Local Banks

Historic

New School

Southbridge Business Partnership

Light

Creative Individuals

Last Green Valley

One Word

Two Words

Three Words or More

Downtown

Gateway Players

5 Hills & A Valley

Proud

Arts Center

Steeples And Clock Towers

Loyal

Library Programs

Strong Manufacture Base

Community Branding

Resources

Laser Focus

Watershed

Fab Lab

Mills

Great Bones

College

Advanced manufacturing

Opportunity
Potential
Quirky
Evolving
Hub
Re-generation
Airport

Symbols
Clocktower

Colors
Evergreen

Future

Dark Red

Self-sustaining

Balanced

Eye Glasses Alleyways

White

Vibrant

Strong

Fire Station

Dark Blue

Thriving

Big Bunny Carpenter’s Pond Brick Red

Confidant

Main Street Facades

Brown

Well-educated

Main St Architecture

Green

Town of Opportunity

Town Hall

Ochre

Unified

Black (Wrought Iron)

Inventive

Quinebaug Riv.

Pioneer Marble Salamander

From these word lists, the staff at Favermann Design interpreted the information from the Committee
and produced a set of graphical representations that embodied the responses to the preceding
questions. The elements submitted included not only branded applications that could be applied to
signage and wayfinding elements, but also symbolic decorative metal elements that could be applied
to street furniture and hardware. In addition, brand applications to social media were looked at as
well. These include the Town of Southbridge’s website, email posters, and other social media outlets.
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The branding designs went through a number of iterations. Various colors were presented as well. At
a public meeting in September, a series of final designs and colors were discussed and participants
shared their preferences with the design
Figure 4.1: Final Branding Image for Southbridge
team. At a follow-up meeting of the
Committee in October, design refinements
were recommended.
The result created an impressionistic view of
Downtown Southbridge buildings in blue
and ochre with grey tones. This vibrant
color combination is reflective of a more
modern look and feel for Southbridge, and
approach looking to the future with nods to
the Town’s successful past. The bright color
scheme is also meant to reflect the Town’s
diverse population, with a color scheme that
appeals to a broad range of residents. The
buildings reflect the history and the
commercial base of the community. White
letters contrast with the blue for strong
directional and locational information.
Figure 4.1 shows the final design.
In addition to the colorful
branding design, the Favermann
Team also created a border design
to reflect the manufacturing
history of the Southbridge, but
with a decorative flair. Figure 4.2
shows the metal work design.

Figure 4.2: Decorative Metal Work Image

The Town also developed a
tagline, “Southbridge: A Town of
Opportunity” that could be used
along with the branding signage
and on print and digital media.

4.3

Wayfinding and Signage

Utilizing the “brand “developed during the ideation process, a “family of sign elements” was created
that can be utilized throughout the Town of Southbridge. These elements will be used for
Information, Direction, Identity, and Restrictions. The signs will be made out of metal and the
graphics will either be silk screened or vinyl, or a combination of both. The colors of the signs will be
a dark blue with ochre and gray tone imaging. White letters will spell out information and direction.

Community Branding

The signage elements can be phased in according to funding availability. In order to guarantee the
best initial program impact, it is highly recommended that funding be provided in a public-private
partnership arrangement.
Redundant signage, and sign elements in disrepair, should be taken down when the new sign
elements are installed. The Rule: Less is More applies here.

Figure 4.3: Family of Sign Options for Southbridge

4.4

Street Furniture and Streetscape Enhancements

Street furniture is a term used to describe physical infrastructure, that if done correctly, enhance a
community’s sidewalks and parks. In the examples highlighted below, Favermann Design utilized
the metal optical or glasses symbol and added it to components of the streetscape like benches, tree
protectors, and decorative planters. The metal symbols can also be attached to larger sign elements,
as well as lampposts, bike racks, etc. to help tie the brand of Southbridge together across a number of
different physical elements. The series of example images below show the metal work repeated
across different street furniture elements.

43

44

Community Branding

Figure 4.4: Bench Designs for
Southbridge

Community Branding
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Figure
4.5:
Planter,
Tre
Protector, and Bike Rack Design
for Southbridge
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4.5

Social Media and Other Communication Elements

The brand should be incorporated into the all aspects of the Town’s communication channels, both
digital and print media. Digital media includes the official Town of Southbridge website, social
media such as Facebook and Twitter, and other specialized media platforms overseen by the
Southbridge town government. In addition, any notices, both printed and digital, should express the
community brand. It is highly recommended that official notifications of Southbridge use a branded
Southbridge stationery as well. Examples are shown in Figure 4.6 and 4.7 of both digital and print
media options.
Figure 4.6: Integration of the Brand with Southbridge’s Website

Community Branding

Figure 4.7: Integration of the Brand with Printed Media
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5
5.1

Implementation Strategies
Introduction

The Town of Southbridge administration recognizes that a strategic plan to improve economic
conditions, provide a range of employment opportunities, and grow the commercial tax base is a
critical component to improving the quality of life for Town residents. A once thriving manufacturing
base has suffered from the loss of some major industrial companies, such as American Optical, but
still maintains a small but strong employment presence. Southbridge has many assets that are
appealing to businesses and residents alike. The historic downtown has walkable streets and first
floor storefronts and upper story uses, public and private utilities are extended to all major
commercial areas in town, public services are akin to a city structure, and natural features and
recreation opportunities are plentiful.
The successful implementation of an economic development plan is complex and requires
coordination and cooperation from a number of different stakeholders. It also requires a holistic
approach to addressing a number of different issues in town that may be creating hesitancy in the
marketplace. The following implementation strategies and recommendations provide an outline for
ways the Town may address current issues and begin to enact a coordinated strategy to help bring in
new jobs, foster expansion among existing businesses, and strengthen the commercial tax base.

5.2

Town-Wide Strategies

The following strategies are those that Southbridge could implement to affect change town-wide and
are not specific to any one location in town.

5.2.1 Marketing
As a town, Southbridge has some perception challenges to overcome that would go a long way to
bringing in new investment and attracting businesses, employees, and residents. Marketing the
positive action the Town is taking to address issues, and the outcomes of those efforts is critical to
making the case for why Southbridge is a great place to do business. The marketing strategy for
Southbridge has two distinct parts: the first component promotes the town as a whole, while the
second promotes development, lease, and for-sale opportunities in the town. The two efforts are very
different, but complementary, and should be developed and implemented in tandem.
Market and Promote Southbridge
Southbridge has a wealth of positive attributes and city-like amenities that are attractive to businesses
and developers alike. The Town should consider formulating a marketing campaign to help rebrand
Southbridge and highlight all the positive aspects. This should include the availability of land and
built space, public utilities (water, sewer, power, etc.), and public services (fire, police, EMS). The
Town should also promote access to the river, affordability of the housing stock, the airport, and
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access to the Harrington Hospital. The marketing campaign should promote the idea that
Southbridge offers “big city conveniences with small town connections.” Additional elements to
market include the Westville recreational area, classified rapids on the River, a bi-lingual population,
and a golf course.
Marketing needs to also be targeted at current residents and materials created to provide information
to them regarding the Town’s resources, opportunities, and positive attributes. This may help to
increase pride and in turn investment and additional participation in the local economy. This could
also be augmented by a “shop local campaign.”
A marketing campaign would include printed materials that could be handed out to new businesses,
developers, and prospective investors; online media platform (website) for marketing the town and
all it has to offer; an active social media presence on platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and
LinkedIn; threading the new branding material for Southbridge throughout print and online
material. Examples of what other towns have done include:
• Framingham, Massachusetts - http://www.chooseframingham.com/index.aspx?NID=4
• Kittery, Maine - http://kitterymaine.biz/
Additionally, the marketing campaign should tell the story of Southbridge in a compelling way so as
to attract the attention of potential investors in a more emotional way. The old A/O complex and the
mill buildings and the series of bridges connecting the campus to the town over the river could be
used as physical symbols/icons to tell the story of a former manufacturing town reinventing itself into
the 21rst century.
The Town needs to also continue to support the public school system in its recent efforts to make
significant improvements. The decision to bring in a state receiver to help improve the local school
system should go a long way in helping to address long-standing issues. Additionally, there needs to
be frequent messaging regarding these improvements so as to effectively overcome the tarnished
reputation of the schools that has lingered as a result of having suffered poor performance for so
many years.
Southbridge should also consider partnerships with nearby towns such as Sturbridge, or a
partnership with the regional Chamber of Commerce to see where Southbridge’s strengths and assets
could benefit other entities. The Town of Sturbridge now has an economic development staff person,
which provides a conduit for improved coordination. This is already occurring as discussions have
been happening between the economic development staff in both communities. An example of future
coordination could be the interplay between the visitors coming to Sturbridge for antique dealers and
Southbridge having a hotel facility. Each town could help market the others’ strengths to the benefit
of both communities.
Finally, the Town may want to partner with local businesses to hold a job fair at the community
college, town hall, or high school to promote job opportunities with Southbridge businesses. The
Town could organize the job fair specifically for Southbridge businesses, or it could be an event done
in partnership with neighboring towns or with the regional chamber of commerce. The Town should
engage the Southbridge Business Partnership (SBP) and the newly formed Southbridge industrial
roundtable group to provide support for the job fair. An event like this would provide another
avenue for the Town to market opportunities and help businesses attract new employees.
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Market and Promote Economic Development Opportunities in Southbridge
In addition to promoting the town as a whole, staff should consider constructing a new page on
either the Town’s website or on the town-wide marketing website that is dedicated to marketing
commercial property sale and lease opportunities. This site would not only help support existing
property owners looking to sell or lease space in Southbridge, but would also help bring in new
businesses to support a healthier tax base and new employment opportunities. The Town may also
want to consider subscribing to a real estate/brokerage service like CoStar which tracks real time
information on properties and businesses in Southbridge. This service could be used to analyze
business mix, tenant mix, lease terms, rent and sale prices, development in the pipeline, and much
more. If this service is outside the Town’s budget, consideration should be given to a regional
partnership with other towns, chambers, or the regional planning commission to see if costs could be
shared.

5.2.2 Branding
Southbridge has an economy that is steeped in history and shaped by the presence of major
manufacturers such as American Optical. While there are still active manufacturers in town, that
history does not necessarily represent the present day economy of Southbridge. As such, this project
and process sought to help with the creation of a new brand and image. A brand that looks forward
to a creative and innovative future, but recognizes the important role manufacturing has in
Southbridge.
Implementing the Branding Package
As discussed in Chapter 4, the Town should develop a placement plan for the different types of signs
in the suite provided by Favermann Design. This should include gateways locations, points of
interest, parking signs, and wayfinding/directional signage. The placement plan will help the Town
to better understand not only location of signage, but quantity as well. Once quantified, the Town
should develop a cost estimate for the sign package and begin to set aside funding to incrementally
implement the placement plan. The Town could also seek donations from local businesses or groups
to help offset the cost of purchasing and installing the signs.
In addition to signage, the branding “kit of parts,” should be incorporated whenever possible in the
design of street furniture such as benches, trash and recyclable bins, bike racks, utility grates and tree
grates in the sidewalk, etc. This will help to express a cohesive image and a pride in place, both of
which are currently lacking.
Additionally, the tagline “A Town of Opportunity” (the tagline the Committee developed) should be
included whenever possible on Town paper and internet communication, as well as on banners and
other physical elements.
Art as a Revitalization Tool
Southbridge has an active artist community, yet art is not necessarily used as a visual element in
town. There are installations and exhibits at the Arts Center, but the influence of the artists in
Southbridge are not felt or seen much beyond those walls. The Town should work closely with the
Arts Center to cross-promote events, installations, exhibits, and galleries as much as possible to
increase awareness and participation in the arts. A strong and continued effort should be made to
engage with the Latino community in Southbridge to get them involved in the arts culture and bring
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in more Latino artists to take part in Southbridge events. It would also help to establish a stronger
presence if the Arts Center were to locate an art installation on the front lawn (the building is set back
significantly from the street and for most passersby is unobservable). The installation could be used
as a backdrop for photo shoots (e.g. prom, weddings, family portraits) and/or could be familyfriendly (e.g. climbable, music-making, etc.). The RKG Team heard from many participants in the
public process that there is nothing for families to do in the downtown. This could serve the dual
purpose of providing something for families and increasing the presence and awareness of the Arts
Center in the downtown
The Town should also talk with building owners who have vacant space and push for the idea of
pop-up galleries or spaces for installations where artists could display and/or sell their pieces and be
charged a smaller portion of the market rent. The Town could also help foster dialogue between
building owners and artists to establish a mural project to bring some color and vibrancy to
Downtown Southbridge. The City of Worcester has public art working groups (PAWG) currently
working on bringing art and public spaces together. 33
Lastly, the Town and artist community should begin to approach owners of the old mill buildings to
discuss the creation of maker space, live/work space, and gallery space where there are current
vacancies. This approach requires a flexible, patient, creative, and thoughtful owner/landlord who is
willing to put time and money into fitting out spaces and adjusting layouts to fit the occupants needs.
This approach may also require more unique rent structures that ramp up with the success of the
tenant. One example of this type of transformation in Worcester is Crompton Place, the former
Crompton Loom Works mill building, that is now a thriving retail, artist, and residential complex. 34
The Town of Dedham, Massachusetts transformed a former school into an extremely successful
maker space called the Motherbrook Arts and Community Center that now houses twenty-four
working artists. 35 Mill Number 5 36 in Lowell that houses a movie theater, food and retail markets and
a stage for musical events is another example.
The Town should evaluate the feasibility of creating and adapting the idea of a tax free zone for
artists such as that implemented in Rhode Island, where three different kinds of tax incentives are
provided 37:
 for artists who live and work within a specified district, any sale of work created within the
district is exempt from state sales tax.

 for artists who live and work within a specified district, any income they receive from the sale
of work they have created within the district is exempt from state personal income tax (as
outlined in RIGL 44-30-1.1).

33

http://www.worcesterma.gov/development/cultural-development/public-art

http://www.wbjournal.com/article/20160620/PRINTEDITION/306179986/destination-creation-at-worcesterscrompton-place
34

35

http://www.motherbrookarts.org/

36 https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2014/12/22/mill-becoming-hip-havenlowell/9mKkZ4xLErebcVVJ8k3QKJ/story.html
37

http://www.arts.ri.gov/projects/districts.php
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 for gallery spaces located within the boundaries of a specified district, the sale of original, oneof-a-kind works of art are exempt from state sales tax, whether or not they were created within
the boundaries of the arts district.

5.2.3 Job Retention, Creation, and Training
Partnerships are key to providing job opportunities, whether its new jobs or workforce training to
help an employee develop an updated skill set, partnerships between employers, the Town, and
training entities is critical. Fortunately, Southbridge has already taken advantage of several
partnership opportunities to build the bridge for employers and employees alike.
Opportunities for Students and Younger Workers
Engaging high school and college students through an internship program can be a great way to
introduce employers to a potential pool of employees. Recently, there has been a lot of discussion
regarding the need to expand internships and apprenticeships; creating more “stackable” credentials
that allow people to earn certificates or degrees and go right to work while they continue their
education; promoting opportunities for STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and
Manufacturing) careers; and allocating more resources (including more support from the private
sector) to workforce training programs. This is especially important for minority students who may
need to work throughout their education. Quinsigamond Community College (QCC) is planning to
expand and enhance its Biology laboratory and install its first computer systems engineering
technology (IT) lab in the building it currently leases at 5 Optical Drive in Southbridge. The College is
also looking to establish a makerspace/digital fabrication facility or “Fab Lab” somewhere in existing
space in the Town to be used by QCC students and with plans for public utilization as well. These
plans are part of QCC’s continuing commitment to the expansion of technical programming in the
South County region by increasing its own capacity and by collaborating with partners to build out
additional technical training capability. In addition, QCC is partnering with WPI, the MA Executive
Office of Economic Development & Housing and AIM Photonics, a federally funded NNMI, to
design and install a photonics/optics-based R&D, innovation center and practice facility at WPI,
serving central Massachusetts manufacturers. WPI has a long history of establishing such centers.
One recent example is the Biomanufacturing Education & Training Center (BETC). In the future, this
partnership between educational institutions and employers should also include Bay Path University
which offers programs like Corporate Training for Women Leaders and Managers and One Day a
Week College.
The Town should also bridge a connection between the high school and area businesses to support
internships or work co-ops for high school students. This could introduce students to employment
opportunities earlier and receive on-the-job training before graduation. For those students who do
not want or are not able to go on to a two- or four-year college, this could provide an opportunity to
enter the workforce with job training already in hand. For employers, this could provide a pipeline of
potential employees and cut down on costly overhead to train up new employees if students are
already familiar with the company and position. It would be beneficial to involve Harrington
Hospital as internships there could help to introduce students to healthcare professions

Implementation Strategies

Opportunities for New or Existing Businesses
Organizations within Southbridge have been quite active in providing training opportunities and
educational seminars for both new and existing businesses in town. The Jacob Edwards Library in
Southbridge is already bringing in programs like the Krosslink Network and Service Corp of Retired
Executives (SCORE) to mentor and develop aspiring entrepreneurs.
Actively Engage and Support Latino Entrepreneurs
The Town should continue to promote and support these types of programs moving forward, and
find avenues for getting more Latino residents engaged. Some first-time business owners may need
support and training in such tasks as developing a business plan, marketing, and providing visually
attractive signage and window treatments. Such training should include bi-lingual or Spanish-only
classes, workshops, and sessions that might be more accessible to residents for which English is not
their first language. It will also send a message that they are welcome.
Latino business owners should also be encouraged to open “ethnic” restaurants and small grocery
shops bringing more interest and people to the Downtown especially. Additionally, the Town
should partner with prominent members of the Latino business community and other
ethnic/religious groups to hold Cultural Festivals with food and music to help bring people together,
engender trust, and enliven the downtown.
Another avenue for potential trainings could be through the Southbridge Business Partnership. As a
primary business organization in town, the SBP could reach out to local business trainers, colleges
and universities, or community development corporations to bring in speakers with expertise in
specific business practice areas. The Quaboag Valley CDC for example offers planning and training
courses for business owners, and could be a potential resource in the future 38. The SBP could market
this as one of the benefits of becoming a member of the organization. The SBP should also actively
reach out to the Latino business community to encourage their participation in the group to ensure all
Southbridge businesses are able to share a platform to voice concerns and advocate for assistance
from the Town.

5.2.4 Zoning and Permitting
The zoning and permitting process at the local level can often be considered a barrier to businesses
and new development in a community. Ensuring that the zoning bylaw and permitting process are
clear, consistent, predictable, and streamlined is critical to reducing the time and cost of developing
in Southbridge. Overall, the current version of the Zoning Bylaw is fairly clear, consistent, and wellorganized. However, there are a few recommendations that could help improve the Bylaw and
permitting process as they relate to stimulating economic investment.
Zoning Bylaw Recommendations
The following recommendations could help improve the predictability and financial feasibility of
development projects as they relate to the regulations in the Town’s Zoning Bylaw.

 Under Section 602 – Table of Dimensional Regulations, note (f) says that all new
development or additions to existing buildings in the Central Core District (Downtown) will

38

http://www.qvcdc.org/training.html
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be subject to Special Permit. The Planning Board acting as the Special Permit Granting
Authority (SPGA) will determine all dimensional regulations on a case-by-case basis and
limit building height to four stories/forty-feet. From a developer or property owner
perspective, this could be interpreted two different ways. The first is to view this as a
positive and recognize the Planning Board has the authority under the Special Permit process
to use its discretion to grant favorable dimensional requirements that will make a project in
Downtown viable and successful. The second is to view this as a negative and recognize the
Planning Board has the discretionary power to deny variations to the requirements in the
zoning, and render a project infeasible. As a developer, predictability is paramount when
risking capital on a development project, rehab, or addition to an existing building. The
Bylaw could be improved by setting up specific dimensional standards that would apply to
the Central Core District, regulate uses By-Right or through Site Plan Review, and have
deviations require a variance.

 The Bylaw has a provision that allows for Minor Site Plan Review (Section 701A.18) for
smaller projects that the Planning Board deems appropriate. The Town should consider
setting a size threshold in the Bylaw for what size project triggers Minor Site Plan review
versus full Site Plan Review.

 The Town currently requires one parking space for every 150 square feet of gross floor area
for retail businesses regardless of location. The Town should consider revising the retail
parking regulations to differentiate retail in the Central Core versus retail elsewhere in
Southbridge. This parking ratio is quite high compared to industry standards which are
typically in the range of 1 space for every 200 to 250 square feet of gross floor area. Reducing
parking requirements in the Central Core District could help lower overall development costs
and increase the financial viability of a new project.

 The Town should consider creating overlay districts for the East and West Gateway areas
described at the end of Chapter 3. Currently, these areas are zoned Heavy Industry, Light
Industry, and General Business which all have different allowable uses and dimensional
requirements. An overlay district approach would help unify the Gateway areas and provide
a uniform zoning approach that would be more flexible and in line with the vision for these
locations. The overlay would also continue to allow the underlying uses to operate as they do
today, but provide property owners with the flexibility to develop something different on
their property should they choose to do so in the future.

Permitting Recommendations
The following recommendations could help improve the timeline and predictability of the Town’s
permitting process.

 To increase the ease of use, visibility, and transparency of the permitting process, the Town
should create an online permitting guide that walks an applicant through the process of
filling out and filing a building permit. The Town already has building permit applications
available online through the Building Department’s website, but instructions and where to
find pertinent information for filling out the application do not appear readily available. The
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Town should also consider ways of making the permitting process easier for applicants for
whom English is not their primary language (spoken or written). The permitting guide
should be produced in both English and Spanish.

 The Town should consider designating certain economic development areas (like the
Industrial Park or Downtown) under the State’s 43D Expedited Permitting program. Areas
designated as 43D sites are provided benefits from the state such as priority consideration for
grant funding, online marketing of the site by the state, improved municipal planning and
permitting, and collection of special permitting fees from site permit applications. The 43D
designation also provides benefits to developers by guaranteeing local permitting decisions
will be made in 180 days, and provides a single point of contact within the community who is
responsible for streamlining the process.

5.2.5 Incentives
Financial incentives can also be an effective way to draw new investment into the community,
particularly in places like Southbridge where developers may not be able to charge rents, lease
spaces, or sell units at prices that make the development financially feasible. In such cases, towns can
offer a few different financial incentives to help offset development costs.
Financial Incentives
One option to consider is Tax Increment Financing (TIF), which in Massachusetts is the equivalent of
a tax break specifically for job-creating development. The incentive helps mitigate increases in
property taxes due to new investment in a development site or improvements to existing buildings.
The Town can choose to exempt up to 100 percent of the new tax increment to the benefit of the
property owner knowing that when the TIF agreement expires, that new tax increment will be new
revenue for the Town. The Town should use caution when granting TIF agreements as companies are
able to leave when the agreement ends, which ends up negating many of the benefits the TIF
agreement was put in place to secure.
District Improvement Financing (DIF) is another financial incentive program available in
Massachusetts which works in a similar way to a TIF, but the tax increment is set aside for specific
infrastructure improvements in the designated district. The Town could consider designating the
Downtown area as a DIF, and creating a plan for infrastructure improvements that could be funded
(partially or fully) using the increment from new development.
The Town could consider establishing a Special Assessment District through the state legislature
specific to improving and rehabilitating the existing building stock in the Downtown. An assessment
district could be crafted to provide tax relief similar to a TIF, but provide tax relief on the increased
assessed value in exchange for a building owner making specific improvements to existing buildings.
This could help bring older buildings up to code, make outfitting upper stories easier, help with
restaurant fit-outs, and general maintenance and state of good repair improvements. This could also
be coupled with the Town’s façade improvement program funded through Community
Development Block Grant (CDBG) funding. Property owners who are willing to invest money in the
improvement and on-going maintenance of their buildings could be rewarded with grant funding for
façade improvements, signage replacements/modernization, and other exterior finishes.
Regulatory Incentives
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As was noted under the Zoning discussion above, the Town should consider adjusting zoning
regulations in the economic development opportunity areas (specifically Downtown) to make it
easier for developers and property owners to make changes. This includes reducing the reliance on
Special Permits, adjusting parking regulations where it makes sense, and streamlining permitting to
speed up the approval process. These are all strategies that can be accomplished fairly easily by the
municipality and do not utilize a large amount of financial resources.
The Town also has the Southbridge Redevelopment Authority, which until recently, had not played a
very active role in the redevelopment of the Downtown. The designated Urban Renewal Area in
Downtown offers an opportunity for the Redevelopment Authority to become more involved in the
transformation of that area. The Town has an approved Urban Renewal Plan completed in 2011, and
is now working on finalizing a set of designs for improvements to the Central Street parking lot. The
improvements include parking lot configuration, elevation/grade changes, landscaping, pedestrian
ways, and a public space with a proposed stage. The Redevelopment Authority can and should play
an important role in reshaping the Downtown. The board has the authority to purchase and hold
land, as well as run disposition processes to sell land to developers who propose projects consistent
with the vision laid out through the disposition process. As funding becomes available, the Town and
Redevelopment Authority board should consider hiring a full-time director to coordinate
redevelopment initiatives in the Downtown. This person can also help with grant writing and raising
funds for downtown revitalization efforts.

5.2.6 Capacity
Finally, in order to implement the recommendations and strategies in this plan assessing the current
capacity of town staff, boards, and committees is critical. It is not expected that the implementation of
this plan will fall solely on town staff in the Economic Development and Planning Department.
Therefore, the Town should consider working closely with partners in Southbridge and across the
region to help support economic development efforts. Some examples of ways capacity could be
augmented include:

 Creation or Expansion of a Community Development Corporation (CDC) – The expansion
of an existing CDC in the region, or the creation of a CDC specific to Southbridge could help
the Town with grassroots organizing and community outreach around economic development
and planning topics. The CDC could also play a significant role in building bridges to the
Latino community and helping to serve as another conduit to the Town. CDC’s often play a
role in the local economy by providing job training, job placement assistance, and assisting
small businesses with trainings and business planning. Lastly, CDC’s can also play a major
role in housing development, particularly acting as a partner with the municipality for
developing and maintaining a quality stock of affordable housing.

 Utilizing Existing Community Development Corporation Resources – If the creation or
expansion of a CDC is not a near-term possibility, the Town should reach out to existing CDC’s
in the region to see if their services could be utilized in Southbridge. For example, the Quaboag
Valley CDC offers small business loans and microloans to small businesses that have been
turned down by traditional financing institutions. This might be a program the CDC would
consider offering to those looking to start or expand a small business in Southbridge. The CDC
also offers business training and business plan development assistance.
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 Engaging Latino and Spanish-Speaking Business Practitioners – The Town should consider
bringing in business mentors, trainers, and resources specifically geared toward engaging the
Latino community in Southbridge. Practitioners who speak English and Spanish could help
existing and prospective Latino business owners walk through the process of setting up a
business, filing permits and paperwork with the Town, or developing a sound business plan.
This could be one way to help grow the number of Latino-owned businesses in Southbridge.
Communication from Town Hall should be bi-lingual, including a translated summary of the
Town Council’s significant decisions. The ELL (English Language Learning) being taught at
the Senior Center and the Library need to be promoted and perhaps expanded.

 Hiring Support Staff for the Redevelopment Authority – The 2011 Urban Renewal Plan
recommended, when funding was available, the Authority hire a full-time Executive Director
and a part-time Grant Writer position. These two positions would help reduce the workload
of staff in the Economic Development and Planning Department, and allow them to focus on
other opportunities areas in town.

5.3

Opportunity Area Strategies

In addition to the town-wide economic development strategies, ideas were generated for the four
specific opportunities areas in Southbridge that were discussed at the end of Chapter 3. These ideas
should be further developed into a well-articulated vision specific to each of the economic
development areas.

5.3.1 East Gateway
General strategies for the revitalization of the East Gateway include:

 Ensure zoning encourages the types of uses and site/building design desired in this area.
As was noted under the Zoning strategy section above, the Town should consider
designating an overlay district for the East Gateway to provide alternatives to what can be
developed today under the base zoning districts.

 Continue Rail-Trail to Downtown. The Rail-Trail current ends at the eastern edge of the
Gateway. Extending it through to Downtown would provide a safe, pleasant, and efficient
connection across this part of town for bicyclists and pedestrians. The Rail-Trail can also be
promoted as a recreation and tourism amenity.

 Create gateway features and streetscape enhancements that highlight an arrival to
Southbridge’s business district. Utilize a combination of landscaping, street furniture, public
art, lighting, and signage to highlight the entrance into Southbridge from the east.

 Look for ways to consolidate parking and access points to make East Main Street safer and
more appealing. Currently, most if not all of the businesses along this stretch of East Main
Street have their own parking lots with multiple points of egress. The Town should look at
consolidating parking and curb cuts as redevelopment occurs, or if there is an opportunity to
undertake a roadway improvement project in the future.
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5.3.2 West Gateway
General strategies for the revitalization of the West Gateway include:

 Ensure zoning encourages the types of uses and site/building design desired in this area.
As was noted under the Zoning strategy section above, the Town should consider
designating an overlay district for the West Gateway to provide alternatives to what can be
developed today under the base zoning districts.

 Promote the redevelopment of the parcel between Fins & Tales and Empire Buffet.
Encourage mixed-use that matches historical building design of Fins & Tales building.

 Promote creative, adaptive reuse of old mill buildings along Mill Street. Work with
building owners to look at creative uses for the former mill spaces which could include
business incubator space or maker space for local artists.

 Use zoning relief, faster permitting, or tax incentives to encourage reuse of old mills. To
help with the financial start-up costs of revitalizing the former mill buildings, consider using
zoning relief or financial incentives like TIF or Historic Tax Credits.

 Create gateway features and streetscape enhancements that highlight an arrival into
Southbridge’s business district. Utilize a combination of landscaping, street furniture,
lighting, and signage to highlight the entrance into Southbridge from the west. Where
relevant, encourage screening of parking lots with planting and/or buildings along the
street’s edge.

5.3.3 Downtown
General strategies for the revitalization of the Downtown area include:

 Connect core of Downtown business district with the waterfront, hotel/conference center,
and A/O Campus. Investigate the feasibility of connecting the Downtown Core with the
waterfront, hotel/conference center, and former A/O Campus using the utility corridor that
runs east/west between these points of interest. Also, connect to the newly relocated and
expanded Optical Museum.

 Continue implementing streetscape and façade improvement program. Use these programs
as a way to reward property owners who are making investments in their building and
grounds to help them offset some of their improvement costs. Give public accolades to
owners who beautify their property.

 Incentivize landlords to renovate upper stories of mixed use buildings. Use financial
incentives like TIF or a Special Assessment District to incentivize landlords to rehabilitate
upper story spaces in existing buildings. Encourage upper-stories to become a mixture of
market-rate and affordable housing.

 Continue to support the Redevelopment Authority’s revitalization efforts in Downtown.
The Town should find ways to help support efforts of the Redevelopment Authority in
Downtown. This could be financial resources, staff resources, community engagement,
marketing of property, data collection and analysis, and much more.
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 Focus property inspections on the Downtown and Gateways as part of new Blight Bylaw.
Utilizing the new Blight Bylaw, the Town’s Inspection Services Department should pay
specific attention to enforcing building and property maintenance codes in the key economic
development opportunity areas. This will help ensure properties are cared for, and will
present a better image to potential investors looking to make changes in these areas.

 Engage artist community in the revitalization of Downtown. Encourage creative reuse of
older buildings and vacant storefronts. Work with local artists and building owners to test
out temporary spaces for galleries or artist live/work spaces as a tool for revitalizing
Downtown and filling first floor vacancies. A “pop-up” model for stores, restaurants, or artist
venues could attract new people to the Downtown and lead to more permanent tenants for
currently vacant storefronts. Also, encourage the painting of murals throughout the
downtown. Artists should be encouraged to express the ethnic diversity of Southbridge as
well as other Southbridge Stories.

 Work with social service agencies located on the ground floor of buildings on Main Street
to come up with relocation plans that take them off Main Street, but ensure that they are
still accessible to their clientele.

 Work with storefront churches to relocate to empty church buildings
 Encourage the creation of outdoor seating for restaurants and cafes.
 Encourage and support the renovation of the second story above Zoe’s that once housed a
theater and ballroom into a large space that can accommodate unique uses.

 Make public investments that support the downtown improvement such as:
o

Ensure that the sidewalks are clean and in not in disrepair.

o

Make parking more obvious through signage

o

Use branding themes to reinforce visual cohesion and sense of place though the use
of banners, street furniture, etc. that use the same branding elements.

o

Support the development of family-oriented recreation and/or entertainment in the
Downtown area. This could be public investment, encouraging of private or a
public-private venture and should include the waterfront park connection to the
Rail/Trail currently under discussion.

o

Organize a “One Day of Caring for Southbridge” day to invite residents to
participate in cleaning up the downtown.

o

Encourage different ethnic and religious groups to hold Cultural Festivals in the
downtown with food and music to promote pride in heritage and to build
community

o

Close of Hamilton Street a few times a year and hold community events (e.g. the
Cultural Festival, mentioned above could be one; other ideas include fairs, sidewalk
sales, parties for children with kids’ activities, etc.).
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Implementation Strategies

o

Increase police presence in the Downtown so as to overcome perception of lack of
safety. It would be preferable if they were on bicycles or on foot patrol.

5.3.4 Airport/Industrial Park
General strategies for the revitalization of the Airport/Industrial Park area include:

 Streamline the development review process. The Town should consider creating a 43D
district to help with marketing and sending a signal that this is a location in Town where
development is desirable.

 Consider lowering or waiving hook-up fees for water/sewer in this area. The Town may
want to consider reducing the fee for new development hooking into the water and sewer
system in this area as a financial incentive.

 Aggressively market this area to prospective businesses through the Town’s website, or
create a separate Economic Development marketing website for properties in Southbridge.
As was noted in the town-wide strategies, the Town should pay particular attention to
marketing this area for economic development activity.

 Continue to capitalize on the uniqueness of having the airport. Explore opportunities to
bring in unique events that would draw people to the airport and the restaurant. This could
include balloon fests or a small air show.
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APPENDIX

Table A.1: Employment Statistics Organized by NAICS Code for Southbridge and the Comparison
Geographies
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Appendix

Figure A.1: Retail Gap Analysis Radii Map
Source: ESRI Business Analyst
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Summary of Public Input

63

Southbridge Economic Development Plan

Page 1 of 7

Pop Up Public Meeting: Friday, July 8, 2016
Summary of Responses

Question #1: What would make you come downtown more often?
¿Qué te haría venir al centro con mas frecuencia?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Center plaza where present different events and cultural activities
Cleanliness and more retail shops
More places to visit that are open in the evenings
Downtown block parties
Better bus services (assist with shopping (groceries, etc.)
A shopping center uptown so you don’t have to walk way down to Big Bunny
Antique shops on Main Street to capitalize on the drive through from Brimfield to
Putnam – a reason to stop
Café, restaurant(s), general activity
Parking availability
More festive activities
Sidewalk café, restaurant
Arcade with games, pinball, coin-operated – would help town with boredom
Make money/jobs
More activities for kids (bowling, water park, arcade)
Shopping, local artisans, sandwich shops, banking
Foot patrol police after dark
More stores that offer quality clothing, shoes
More sidewalk cafes
BYOB restaurants
Sidewalk sales
Live music
More kid’s activities (movie theater, arcade)
Restaurants/pubs/coffee shops with outdoor seating
An Indian restaurant and other ethnic cuisines
A good family restaurant on the order of Teddy G’s in Sturbridge mid-priced
A really nice coffee shop with sandwiches and wi-fi that is open into the evening like
Victoria Station
Good restaurants
More festivities bring more people to enjoy the businesses
Good bakery
A more beautification town
Quality ethnic restaurants
Quality shops with products not to be found in CVS, Walmart, etc.
Art galleries, art, music
We need to highlight the businesses we have on Main Street like 1st Fridays in Putnam
Retail, especially boutique shops
More places to socialize!
Outdoor parks, improve existing parks, more attractions
Less traffic on Main Street (maybe by closing it for a local trolley?)
Art galleries, open galleries for display
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Good restaurant, mid-priced, not another pizza place
Bus going through more of the town
Easier parking
Movie theater
New modern attractions (wi-fi hot spots)
Places to socialize, bring communities together, all races, people
More department stores, restaurants, a dollar store
More jobs
More activities for kids (playcenter for them to learn and have fun)
Relocate the businesses currently not offering retail or food and replace with better food,
artisan or retail
Doggy park
Fine art gallery
A monthly event

Question #2: What do you travel outside of Southbridge to do or to buy, and where?
¿Para que cosas viaja fuera de Southbridge, para ir de compra? s ¿a dónde va?
• The mall
• Movies
• Work
• Swimming
• Meet friends
• Go to towns that have large attractions
• I shop out of town for clothing
• Quilt and craft supplies
• Theater, movies and restaurants
• Good used books (W. Brookfield)
• Restaurants
• Interesting shops
• Galleries
• Movies
• Music
• Department stores
• Shoe stores
• Movie theater
• Good restaurants
• Clothing (Worcester, less expensive)
• Groceries (for ethnic food , less expensive, Worcester)
• Health related trips
• Mall, small businesses (Worcester and Auburn), cheaper outside town, Southbridge is a
low income community and stores are too expensive
• Work (Westborough)
• Sturbridge for antiques, food, shopping
• Auburn for food
• Women’s clothing (Natick Mall, Auburn Mall)
• Eat and drink
• Tech needs (cord, chargers)
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Food and drinks
Clothes
Art galleries or other interesting and fun activities
Walmart – it has cheaper prices
To buy ethnic food
Shopping centers (“Blackstone Valley”)
Eat interesting food in quality restaurants of diverse ethnicities
Art, movies, music, Street entertainment

Question #3: Please help us identify Southbridge’s strengths.
Por favor, nos ayudará a identificar las fortalezas de Southbridge.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Downtown architecture
Friendly people
East of movement around town
Space in old mills to be filled with shops of all sorts, similar to a shopping mall
Space to be filled with artists and musicians
Need to expand the gateways
Empty storefronts in Downtown need to be filled
Need activities for the kids to keep them off the streets
The airport
Awesome town hall staff
Town has great bones, and potential to develop into a tourist town
Wonderful fire, police, hospital, art center, and theatre
Library, art center, gateway, and history
Library
Good grocery stores
Local business and companies that have a great history
It’s people and the Center of Hope
Westville recreation area
Charlton Street school
Mountain bike trails
Music on the Commons in the summer
The River – needs promotion for both recreation and as a small hydroelectric source
WRTA buses
The concerts, the art center, the murals, the parks, the festivals, the library
Resources for families and children, and Head Start
The kindness, the idea of there being someone to make your day and being an option for
any situation
Art programs, festivals, and lots of free entertainment (like Concerts on the Common)
Shopping (Big Bunny), greenspaces like Westville and the Common, and the library
Great community spirit
Fmily businesses that give excellent service
Place to meet people you know
Community, passion, art, and toughness
The ethnicities in Town
Continue the growth at the airport, more hangers and a longer runway
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Team Work – between Town officials, police department, fire, and other community
agencies
Its people
Great bike shop

Question #4: What places could be better connected?
¿Qué lugares se conectaría mejor?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•

Town Hall more involved with people
Mostly our diverse ethnic community, more interrelationships
Bridging communities – bring people together
Improve walking to the supermarket
Sidewalks to the rural areas of town
Bike paths
More synergy between the various ethnic groups
Improve the trails and connect to hubs – good for walking and improving health in the
community
Better transportation connectivity – complete trail connections
Central Street parking lot should be redeveloped to help connect the businesses of
Hamilton and Central Street

Question #5: What more should we do to promote Southbridge (to new
businesses, residents, tourists, etc.)?
¿Qué más debemos hacer para promover el pueblo dre Southbridge (empresas
nuevas, residentes, turistas, etc.)?
• Promote the artists, promote the communities, promote the heritage
• Promote being positive and friendly residents
• Make it easy to start a business, and not burden them with upfront fees
• Great people that help each other
• Downtown needs something that advises the people of when the next big event is
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

coming
Don’t give Latino business owners a hard time with permitting
Fewer smoke shops
Fewer barber/hair salons. There are too many in close proximity
Need to advertise activities better, online calendar?
Promote anti-drug and anti-crime activities and plan things for young families looking
for access to affordable events
A training center applied to new technology like a mini-trade school
Improve the school system
Promote the airport, Westville recreation area, and existing restaurants (Metro Bistro,
Vienna, Fins, etc.)
Permitting process needs to be clearer, and make all the forms available online
Find a way to reconnect to new residents, maybe a welcome package to make them
aware of all the great things in Southbridge
Need to sponsor classes for adult education. Support the Latino population to open
businesses.
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Question #6: What is needed to attract new investment in these areas?
¿Qué se necesita para atraer nuevas inversiones en estas áreas?
• A few more good restaurants and an ice cream parlor
• Parking
• Activities in the evening/weekend
• Interesting stores and restaurants
• Limit churches, pizza joints, fly-by-night store owners
• Business-ready, business-friendly support
• Start-ups, high-tech, free space in renovated mills
• Outside seating areas in Downtown with more cafes
• Target the online community and promote all the positive aspects of the community
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

(water, infrastructure, labor pool, multi-ethnic, etc)
A world-class commercial center
Better localized parking options, well-lit and safe
People who will shop here, at reasonable prices, with more choices
Reduce crime, drugs, and out-of-control kids
More opportunities to raise a family – more things to do in town
Improve the schools
Accountability to absentee landlords
Tax incentives
More places for employment, more work = happier town
Place Master Plan on a board on Main Street so it is visible to all
Give some businesses a tax break for a year, then increase it
A casino/arcade or a movie theatre
Visit other towns like Southbridge, bring some ideas back
Top notch schools
Local entertainment
Need to improve safety and crime/drugs
School improvements
More retail and businesses in the core area
More positive leadership
Get banks to lend to new developments
Tax credits for new businesses
Money
A Dollar Store
Arts and antiques
Low, affordable rent (payment plan)
Art, art, art
Better placement of businesses. Main Street is very underutilized for a retail/shopping
destination
Tourist attraction, maybe historical. Show off what you have
Crosstown and regional public transit
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Would you be in favor of closing off Hamilton Street to automobile traffic a few times a
year?
¿Estaria a favor a cerrar la calle Hamilton al trafico de automóviles unas pocas veces al
año?
COMMENTS
# of responses
YES
33
• Bring vitality to the neighborhood
•

Yes, for community events

•

I am the founder of a gallery in Putnam CT when the streets are
closed it’s festive, inviting and allows people to gather in a safe
space

•

To compete with Putnam! It’s a nice idea

•

May-Oct, 1 night per month for street fairs/art

•
•

Promote Southbridge businesses
Bring customers to downtown

•

Fiestas para los niños (parties for kids)

•

To stimulate customers visiting shops on the street

•

Be great to see walking traffic only. Block type parties and other
events

•

For a block party – or some other event. Traffic is tight on streets
to close it permanently.

•

Street Fairs! Movie nights! Music! Food. Street gatherings.

•

It will be worthy for activities for kids and families

•

Great “festival” atmosphere idea, very European (where they are
done all the time)

•

No problem

•

To create a walking space/community space in the downtown
where folks would get to meet and chat

•

To make an event for the community

•

Promote more fun

•

Great for walking traffic
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COMMENTS

NO

•

Revitalize and bring community together

•

Because it gets very congested. The yield sign at the statue is often
overlooked and quite a few near miss accidents

•

For festivals, etc. to increase foot traffic

•

Fun, Art, Music, Food

•
•

We need a festival! Fun! Art! Show how great Southbridge is!
Yes for special occasions, will be great

•

For music and activities – yes!

•

Provided stores were open, local vendors, music, etc.

•

My question is for what purpose would we close it? Fair?
Weekend event?

•

Or even Main Street – put stages on either end, have live
musicians and other performers in the various alcoves/storefronts
and/or strolling and get people WALKING downtown

•

Not just Hamilton Street – showcase different sections of Town
monthly

•

My business is on Hamilton Street so I would like to know when
and where as parking is an issue when it comes to certain days
No, I don't want drinking and drugs, there are already two clubs
on the streets already. I want to keep this a safe neighborhood.

•
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