
CITY OF NEWTON 
 

IN BOARD OF ALDERMEN 
 

LONG RANGE PLANNING COMMITTEE REPORT 
 

Monday, July 11, 2011 
 

Present:  Ald. Linsky (Chairman), Albright, Baker, Blazar, Crossley, Danberg, Fuller, 
Harney, Johnson, Sangiolo, and Yates 
 
REPORT ON ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT SELF-ASSESSMENT TOOL 
 
 The Planning Department provided a presentation on the Economic Development 
Self-assessment Tool (EDSAT) purchased by the City for the purpose of analyzing the 
City’s potential to attract commercial development and help create a more attractive and 
robust community for commercial development.  The EDSAT includes approximately 
250 survey questions to be answered by the City and submitted to the Dukakis Center for 
Urban and Regional Policy at Northeastern University for analysis and comparison to 
other communities in the northeast.  The Planning Department provided the attached 
memo that included selected questions for input by the Long Range Planning Committee.   
 
 The Planning Department expects to work with a number of City boards and 
commissions, such as the Board of Aldermen, Economic Development Commission, and 
Planning Board to fully answer the 250 questions.  The questions cover a variety of 
subjects and require research.  Some of the questions are quantitative and are easily 
answered, while others are quantitative but require in depth research.  Other questions 
require responses that are more subjective; therefore, the Planning staff will answer the 
questions and ask the Economic Development Commission, the Long Range Planning 
Committee, and others for review and input.    
 
 Committee members reviewed the selected questions provided by the Planning 
Department.  Many members raised concerns with how questions were framed.  The 
questions appeared to illicit certain responses instead of allowing a narrative response.  
Depending on how the answers are written, the City could provide misleading responses.  
The Planning Department will contact the Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy 
at Northeastern University to determine what approach it should use to answer those 
questions.   
 
 Ald. Linsky inquired how Board members and the public could get information 
on the survey and participate in the responses to the survey.  The Planning Department is 
thinking through how to obtain input and provide information on the survey.  He urged 
the Planning Department to provide a link to the survey on the city’s web page for 
interested Aldermen or citizens.   
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 The Committee did not attempt to provide input on the questions at this meeting, 
as they preferred to review them after the Planning Department has formed responses to 
some of the questions and spoken with Dukakis Center.  The Planning Department agreed 
to meet with the Committee once they had further information and were prepared to work 
on completing the survey .   
 
 Respectfully submitted, 
 
 Alderman Stephen Linsky, Chair 



CITY OF NEWTON, MASSACHUSETTS 
Department of Planning and Development 

Candace Havens, Director 
 
  Setti D. Warren 
         Mayor 
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DATE:  July 11, 2011 

 

TO:  Alderman Stephen M. Linsky, Chairman, and 

  Members of the Long-Range Planning Committee  

 

FROM:  Candace Havens, Director of Planning and Development   

Jennifer Molinsky, Chief Planner for Long-Range Planning 

 Amanda Stout, Senior Economic Development Planner 

   

RE:         Update on Economic Development Self-Assessment Toolkit (EDSAT) 

 

CC:              Board of Aldermen 

  Mayor Setti D. Warren   

  Economic Development Commission  

 
 
 
The Long-Range Planning Committee meeting on Monday, July 11th will include a survey 

presentation of the Economic Development Self-Assessment Tool (EDSAT) and a brief 

discussion of possible answers to a selected set of the 200+ survey questions. 

 

Over the past few months, there has been considerable interest in and discussion of the EDSAT 

by the Long-Range Planning Committee, including a presentation delivered by Barry Bluestone 

of the Dukakis Center for Urban and Regional Policy at Northeastern University, and the 

Economic Development Commission.  Additional background information, including a copy of 

Dr. Bluestone’s presentation, can be found in the February 8, 2011 meeting packet:  

http://www.ci.newton.ma.us/Aldermen/LongRange/2011/01-26 

11LongRangePlanningAgenda.pdf 

 

 

I. Economic Development Self-Assessment Tool (EDSAT) 

 

Developed by the Dukakis Center, the EDSAT offers communities a way to assess their potential 

to attract private investment. The EDSAT is a secure online tool that analyzes local 

characteristics and processes and compares them to those of other communities.  

 

The Planning Department has contracted with Northeastern to use the EDSAT, made the 

associated payment of $2,500, and is ready to begin the process of completing the over 250 

questions to address 10 assessment areas.  The Planning Department expects to submit the 

City’s final answers in early fall 2011.   
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The deliverables from Northeastern include five hard copies and one electronic copy of the final 

written analysis which includes comparative results for Newton relative to other communities.  

The results of the assessment might be presented by Planning staff and Dukakis Center staff at 

a joint meeting of the Long-Range Planning Committee and the Economic Development 

Commission in the fall, followed by a discussion and development of strategies to meet our 

economic development goals for Newton. 

 

 

II.  Answering the Survey 

 

The questions included in the EDSAT cover a range of topics and require input from a variety of 

sources. 

� Some questions are quantitative or straightforward yes/no questions that can easily be 

answered by Planning staff.  For example: 

o What percentage of the acreage in your jurisdiction is reserved for parks? 

o Are permit applications available for downloading on the website? 

� Some questions are quantitative, but require a bit more research.  Many of these relate 

to vacancies and sites available for development and will require the assistance of the 

Assessor’s Office. For example: 

o What is the current average square foot cost for existing retail space in your 

central business district (Triple Net/Lease)? 

o What percentage of available sites for retail trade have on-site parking? (answer 

choices: 0%, 1-25%, 26-49%, 50-74%, 75% or greater) 

� Some questions can be answered by Planning Staff based on experience and records, for 

example: 

o What is the average time (in weeks) from application to completion of the review 

process for the following? (a) Site plan review, (b) Zoning variance, (c) Special 

permit, (d) Building permit, (e) Appeals process (answer choices: 0-4, 5-8, 9-12, 

13-16, 17-20, 21-24, 25-36, 37-48, 48 or more) 

� Some questions are more qualitative or require more subjective responses.  These 

questions will be answered by the Planning Staff, but also presented to the EDC, to the 

Long-Range Planning Committee, and to others for input.  Some of these questions are 

listed in Section III below. 

 

 

III.  Selected Questions for Discussion 

 

The input of the Long-Range Planning Committee is requested on the following topics: 

 

Section 1: Access to Customers/Markets 

G.  Physical Attractiveness 

33.  To what extent does Newton maintain streets, sidewalks, parks, etc. near available 

development sites? 

Very vigorously Vigorously Moderately Weakly Not at all 
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34.  To what extent does Newton maintain publicly-owned properties near available 

development sites? 

Very vigorously Vigorously Moderately Weakly Not at all 

 

Section 2: Agglomeration 

A.  Complementary/Supplemental Business Services 

1.     Is your local chamber of commerce or business association actively involved in the 

economic development activities in Newton? 

 Vigorously Moderately Not at all 

7.   To what extent are the business services (e.g. venture capital, business planning, 

specialized recruiting, etc.) in Newton capable of working with emerging technical and 

scientific firms? 

 Highly capable  Moderately capable  Not capable 

 

Section 5: Municipal Process 

A. Industry Sensitivity 

1.   Does Newton have a marketing program based on the needs identified by industrial or 

office location specialists? Yes No 

2.   Does Newton have a marketing program based on existing core strengths, identified 

opportunities, or industry concentrations? Yes No 

3.  Do you have a quick response team available when negative data, stories, incidents, about 

Newton make the news?  Yes No 

4.   Do you actively engage local business spokespersons to speak on behalf of Newton?

 Yes No 

5.   Do you have a strategy for engaging Newton’s racial or ethnic populations in unique 

businesses, festivals, etc. as a way to attract regional niche shopping?  Yes No 

6.   Do you have a strategy for taking locally-developed products and bringing them to regional 

markets?  Yes      No 

 

D. Predictable Permits 

18.   Do you allow for a single presentation of a development proposal to all review boards and 

commissions with relevant permit authority? Yes No 

 

E.   Fast Track Permits 

19.   Do you pre-permit development in certain districts? Yes No 

20.  Are there any publicly- or cooperatively-owned industrial parks in Newton that have their 

own expedited permitting authority? Yes No 

21.  Do you have an “overlay” district that allows expedited permitting of certain uses? 

 Yes No 

22.  Do you market “fast track” permitting to potential developers or firms?   Yes  No 

 

F.   Citizen Participation in the Review Process 

23. To what extent do abutters slow the permitting process? 

        Very much Somewhat Very little Not at all 
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24. To what extent do organized neighborhood groups slow the permitting process in Newton? 

Very much Somewhat Very little Not at all 

25. To what extent do elected officials in your jurisdiction expedite development by facilitating 

dialogue with community groups? 

Very much Somewhat Very little Not at all 

26. Do you establish a specific time frame and procedure for abutter or neighborhood 

response in the initial stage of the process? 

Yes No 

27. Do interested parties get multiple opportunities for review and comment during various 

development review processes?  Yes No 

28. Has a development proposal in Newton been stopped by abutter or neighborhood 

opposition in the past 5 years?    Yes No 

29. Have officials from Newton intervened to rescue a development proposal that was 

endangered by abutter or neighborhood opposition in the last 5 years?   Yes  No 

 

G. Permitting Ombudsman 

30.  Does the chief executive officer of Newton play a significant role in ensuring the efficiency 

of your local permitting process? Yes No 

31.  Are there other local officials empowered to ensure the efficiency of your local permitting 

process? Yes No 

32.  Is there a “development cabinet” that is convened to review major developments? 

 Yes No 

 

Section 8: Business Incentives 

A.  State 

1.   Are businesses in Newton eligible for any special state tax incentives? Yes No 

2.   To what extent does Newton actively take advantage of any special state business 

incentives?  

Very much Somewhat Very little 

3.   Does your state allow priority funding for distressed economic areas? Yes No 
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