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On behalf of the members of the Economic Development Commission, 
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Background 
 

I. Background: Role of the Economic Development Commission 

The Economic Development Commission (EDC) consisting of 15 members appointed by the Mayor, was 

established under General Laws Chapter 40, Section 8A to promote and develop business and industry 

within the City of Newton. The Commission is charged with strengthening the local economy, leading to 

new job opportunities for residents and expansion of the City's tax base. City Ordinance Article V, 

Section 22.95 lays out the governing provisions as summarized below: 

The Commission has the power and duty to: - 

1. Study, investigate and apprise economic conditions and trends;  

2. Promote, assist, and encourage the preservation, development and location of new and existing 

Newton industry, business and commerce; 

3. Investigate and assist in the establishment of commercial projects and identify appropriate 

commercial areas and zones for such establishment; 

4.  Prepare and distribute informational publications; 

5.  Cooperate with civic agencies/ commissions/ associations, state/federal agencies, municipal 

departments and officials, and business associations and organizations; and 

6.  Advise and make recommendations to appropriate officials, agencies, boards, department, and 

commissions of the City.  

 

This report is prepared and submitted to the City Council in compliance with City Ordinance Article V, 

Section22.95 (g) (10). 

 

II. 2018 in Review 

 During 2018, the Economic Development Commission undertook the following activities: 

A. Support for Public‐Private Partnerships 
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1. Newton Innovation Center  

The EDC has continued to support the Newton Innovation Center (NIC) which is in a city-owned 

building at 124 Vernon Street. The NIC has outgrown its current space. With the assistance of a 

Mass Development grant, the City is actively working with its partners -- the Cambridge 

Innovation Center and the Newton-Needham Regional Chamber to identify a new location. The 

NIC has doubled in size since it was established three years ago. Currently, the NIC serves over 

140 entrepreneurs and offers co-working space for Newton residents and other companies that 

have relocated from the Boston/Cambridge area. Over 120 people use this building on a daily 

basis. The NIC welcomed Debbie Raisner, a local resident, as the new Entrepreneur-in-Residence 

to oversee the day-to-day operation of this facility.  In addition, Economic Development Director 

Kathryn Ellis, who has an office at the NIC, serves as the senior city official on-site and helps in 

the management of this innovation space. 

 

2. N2 Innovation District  

The EDC continues to support this partnership between the City of Newton and the Town of 

Needham. The N2 District encompasses a 500-acre area including the Wells Office Park in 

Newton, Founders Park in Needham, and the commercial corridor along Needham Street. N2 is 

focused on branding, marketing, transportation, workforce housing options, advocacy for 

infrastructure improvements, promoting the increase of amenities, and community building for 

the innovation ecosystem through networking and programming.   

 

B. Key Business Initiatives 

 

1. Economic Development Strategy 

The EDC supported the Planning Department's request to the City Council for funding to 

undertake a comprehensive Economic Development Strategy for the City. EDC Chair Joyce Plotkin 

and other Commission members were involved throughout the process - from the selection of 

the consultant (7 consultants were interviewed) to the development of the final strategy. As part 

of the public outreach, the consultants met with the EDC at three of its monthly Commission 

meetings for input and feedback.  EDC members also attended numerous Zoning and Planning 
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Committee and City Council meetings to advocate in favor of the 130-page comprehensive plan 

which was adopted by the City Council in early 2019.  

 

2. Zoning Redesign 

The EDC devoted several Commission meetings to working with the Planning Department to 

review the proposed zoning regulations and ensure that they contain meaningful improvements 

to support economic development and the business community. Major topics of discussion 

included reduced parking requirements, revised and simplified signage requirements, more 

efficient and flexible permitting and review procedures, support for diverse housing options, 

improved manufacturing districts, and advocacy for such uses as co-working space and the arts.  

 

3. Co‐working Lab Space 

The EDC created a Life Sciences Subcommittee that explored ways to increase the number of life 

sciences companies and the amount of life sciences co-working lab space within the City.   The 

Economic Development Director and EDC Chair also arranged tours of the existing co-working lab 

space for both the Riverside and Marshall’s Shopping Center developers to encourage them to 

consider the economic benefits of providing co-working lab space.   Discussions also began with a 

Newton biotech entrepreneur to encourage him to increase the amount of extra lab space he 

rented to other entrepreneurs not interested in paying the high rents in Cambridge.  After 

creating a compelling business plan and raising new funding from his investors, he doubled the 

amount of co-working space available to rent.  The ribbon cutting with the Mayor took place in 

early 2019.   

 

 

C. Ongoing EDC Projects 

 

1. Wells Ave  

Based on a Vision for Wells Ave prepared by the Planning Department and on-going work with 

the N2Innovation District, the EDC has participated in efforts to update the Wells Avenue Office 

Park, working with the various property owners there. Discussions have focused on such topics 

as an improved entranceway, new signage, infrastructure improvements (roads, sidewalks, and 
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landscaping), second means of access/egress, additional transportation options such as shuttles 

and bike shares, and the introduction of food trucks. The EDC was the primary docketer of the 

Food Truck in Wells Ave ordinance which was approved in December 2017 by the City Council.  

Food trucks began operation in July of 2018 thanks to the efforts of various City departments, 

the Economic Development Director and the N2 Director who is also an EDC member.  The road 

throughout the Wells Avenue Office Park was resurfaced and the overall look of the park has 

been updated. Work is underway to develop new signage at the entrance to the office park and 

on the electrical boxes.  That work is scheduled to be completed in 2019.  The second phase of 

the project involves the redesign of the Wells Ave/Nahanton Street intersection as well as 

improved pedestrian crossings. 

 

2. Needham Street Vision Plan 

The EDC Chair, Joyce Plotkin, was selected as a member of the Needham Street Vision  

Group and other EDC members provided input at public meetings.   The Needham Street Vision 

Plan was formally adopted by the City Council in 2018. 

 

3. Washington Street Vision Plan 

The EDC participated in public meetings regarding the Washington Street Vision Plan and 

provided comments and suggestions regarding economic development opportunities.  

 

4. Austin Street, Newtonville 

The EDC was an early supporter of this project which is being built on city-owned land. 

Construction commenced in March of 2018. The building will consist of 68 modular units, 

including 23 affordable residences and 4,500 square feet of retail space. The EDC has tracked the 

progress of this project and offered suggestions on business engagement. 

 

5. Proposals for Future Developments 

The EDC continues to review developers' proposals with a focus on the potential for increased 

commercial tax revenue, new business investment in Newton, and other economic development 

priorities. The EDC hosted Northland for a preliminary presentation on their proposed 

development plan on Needham Street and provided extensive feedback and numerous 

recommendations.  EDC members participated in a tour of the site and attended several City 
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Council Land Use Committee meetings relating to the economic development aspects of the 

project. The EDC also held a meeting with Mark Development to hear about their proposal for 

the Riverside MBTA site.  The EDC monthly meetings included updates from the Planning 

Director on these projects so they could be kept up to speed on these developments. 

 

 

D. Organizational 

 

1. EDC Officers 

The Commission elected Ms. Joyce Plotkin as EDC Chair, Mr. Robert Finkel as Vice Chair, and Mr. 

Chuck Tanowitz as Secretary in February of 2017. 

 

2. Recruitment of new EDC Members 

The EDC made a concerted effort to fill the vacancies on the Commission.  Working with the 

Planning and Economic Development Directors, the EDC Chair and other Commission members 

conducted 21 interviews and made recommendations to the Mayor who appointed 4 new EDC 

members – Debra Jackson, Beth Nicklas, Sarah Rahman, and Matt Segneri.  These appointments 

brought the total count to the required number of 15 members.  

 

 

III.  Priorities for 2019 

The Economic Development Commission has identified the following priorities for the upcoming year: - 

 

1. Identifying a more activist role in implementing recommendations from the Economic 

Development Strategy including greater advocacy on economic issues and exploration of 

economic benefits resulting from the opening of a UMass branch here.  

2. Continuing to work with the developers of the two major multi-use projects and other 

commercial developers to encourage alignment with economic development goals. 

3. Ensuring that the needs of businesses are addressed in the zoning redesign process  

4. Focusing on attracting life sciences companies to the city and helping to move the city to 

the Platinum Level of readiness, according to Mass Biotech Council standards.  
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5. Advocating for more co-working space for both life sciences and other innovation 

companies 

6. Exploring ways to increase the commercial tax base while maintaining the character of 

the city. 

7. Examining ways to interact more directly with the business community. 

 

 

IV.  Economic Development Commission Members for 2018 

Joyce Plotkin (Chair) 

Howard Barnstone (Vice Chair) 

Chuck Tanowitz (Secretary) 

Stephen Feller 

Robert Finkel 

Jeremy Freid 

Groot Gregory 

Jane Ives 

Debra Jackson 

Jack Leader 

Peter Kai Jung Lew 

Beth Nicklas 

Philip Plottel 

Sarah Rahman 

Matt Segneri 

Jean Wood 

 

Respectfully Submitted,  

 
Ms. Joyce Plotkin, Chair 


