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PUBLIC WORKSHOP ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
  

Purpose: To hold a public workshop with the purpose of better understanding economic 
development in Acton by inviting “resource people” to contribute their experience and expertise 
to help the Acton 2020 Committee gain perspective and deeper understanding of the issues and 
ways of addressing them.  The public was also invited to contribute to the discussion. The 
workshop was held on Thursday, March 3, 2011 at 7:00 p.m. at Acton’s Town Hall. 
 
Process:  In order to be more interesting and engaging, a hypothetical scenario was 
developed and purposely exaggerated, in order to better illuminate the issues and 
tradeoffs. Acton 2020 Committee members performed a role-play of the different points of view 
(derived from master planning goals) to help to dramatize these tradeoffs as well as think 
through mitigating factors. The attendees (comprised both of the general public and resource 
people) participated by asking and/or answering questions.  The role-play resulted in a list of 
pros and cons as well as mitigating measures agreeable to most.  This then led to a more 
general discussion of the issues.     
 
Prior to the discussion, the Consultants presented a PowerPoint slide show summarizing some 
of the main findings of their research regarding existing conditions and future trends in Acton.  A 
Highlights Handout was distributed in order to provide participants with relevant facts and 
figures to help inform the discussion. 
 
The discussion was followed by smaller break out groups, where among other things, attendees 
were invited to participate in a mapping exercise to begin to try to locate desirable types of 
activities and facilities.  They were then asked to suggest action items and to prioritize these.  
 
Following the small group discussions the group reconvened to share priorities and to outline 
next steps.  The forum was well attended and was characterized by a high energy level and 
productive dialogue.  Approximately twenty-five (25) to thirty (30) people were in attendance.  
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Key Themes: 
 
The following are some key themes that emerged from the discussion with the 
“large group” of participants as well as in the small group discussions (See 
appendices for detailed notes). 
 
UNDERLYING THEME: There seemed to be consensus regarding the fact that what seemed 
both more desirable as well as most feasible in terms of future development was small-scale --
mostly in the form of restaurants and shops --in-fill development in the village centers and 
Kelley’s Corner.  The discussion also focused on the importance of understanding how to attract 
and retain desirable businesses (e.g. providing incentives, investing in infrastructure, 
streamlining permitting, etc.). Participants also emphasized the importance of supporting small 
and home-based businesses. 
 
 Main motivators for wanting 

economic development were a 
desire for more goods and services, 
especially retail and restaurants, 
followed by some desire (expressed 
as a lower priority) for job creation 
and increasing the tax base.   
o Additional thoughts include aging 

population (and changing 
needs), enhancing the school 
system (by connecting research 
and development to schools, 
internships, etc.) 

o Also commented on the 
desirability of a diverse economy 
(more robust), localizing 
economy (e.g. food), capitalizing 
on spin off effects and 
supporting home-based 
businesses 

 
 Creating walkable destinations by 

clustering retail and restaurants 
seemed to be a clear priority above 
job creation for participants. 
o Interest in small-scale, clustered, 

walkable areas of retail and 
restaurants mostly as in-fill, 
mostly in and around villages 
and Kelley’s Corner; interest in 
clustering creating synergy.  
Each village should have its own 
identity 

o Need to attract young affluent 
families (walkable, good 
restaurants, movies, night 
life,places to gather) 

 

 Need to understand how to attract 
desired businesses. 
o Streamline permitting 
o Understand what businesses 

need and how Acton can match 
those needs 

o Provide incentives 
o Access and services are 

important to consider 
o Lack of large amounts of 

developable land with easy 
access from interstate highway 
means that most future 
development will most likely be 
smaller scale, in-fill development 
of smaller parcels 

 
 Need to retain existing desirable 

businesses 
o Create a business-friendly 

environment 
o Improve communication between 

town and business community     
 

 Interest in support of small and 
home-based businesses in a 
number of ways including providing 
space, training and support centers 
for solo-preneurs, establishing a 
small business ombudsman to 
advocate for small businesses and 
incubator space for starting up 
small businesses. 

 
 Main concerns regarding 

additional economic 
development – impacts on traffic, 
water, septic, and town character. 
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Priority Action Steps 
If you could do one thing to address economic development issues in Acton what 
would it be? 
Action Comments # of 

groups1
# of 
dots 2 

Space for solo-preneurs Destination creation 1 12 
Village Infill  Incl. reuse of existing 

buildings 
2 11 

Create a land development 
corporation 

 1 10 

Kelley’s Corner  1 9 
Recreation  1 7 
Improve town interdepartmental 
communication regarding 
business interests 

Incl. creating a one-stop 
permitting center  

1 6 

Retail/restaurants Including children’s stores 2 5 
Improve connections  1 4 
Establish a small business 
ombudsman 

To advocate/negotiate for 
small business interests 

1 4 

Incubator Space  For small businesses 1 4 
More commercial activity in S. 
Acton 

 1 4 

Children’s activities Parks and play spaces 1 4 
Use large parcels for job creation  1 3 
Sewerage  1 2 
Important ideas regarding implementation: 

• INFILL DEVELOPMENT (24) includes: 
o Village infill (11) 
o Kelley’s Corner (9)  
o More commercial activity in S. Acton (4) 

 
• SUPPORT OF SMALL AND HOME-BASED BUSINESSES (20) includes: 

o Space for solo-preneurs, support center for training, shared services (12) 
o Establish a small business ombudsman to advocate for small businesses (4) 
o Incubator space for small businesses (4) 

 
• PROACTIVE APPROACH TO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT (20) includes: 

o Create a land development corporation (10) 
o Improve interdepartmental communication including one-stop permitting (6) 
o Establish a small business ombudsman (4) 
 

• CONNECT RETAIL AND FOOD TO RECREATION (11) includes: 
o Locate more recreational space (7) 
o Parks and playspace (4) 

• FOCUS ON CHILDREN (6) includes: 
o Parks and play spaces (4) 
o Children’s stores (2) 

                                                 
1 Out of total of three (3). 
2 After all participants added their thoughts to a list, each was given five (5) dots with which to prioritize.  
They were instructed to use all five (5), but no more than three (3) on any one item. 


