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DOUGLAS ECONOMIC ASSET INVENTORY 
PROJECT SUMMARY MEMO 
RON BARRON, ASSOCIATE PLANNER, CENTRAL MASSACHUSETTS REGIONAL PLANNING COMMISSION 

PROJECT BACKGROUND 

In March of 2017 the Central Massachusetts Regional Planning Commission (CMRPC) began strategizing 

with the Town of Douglas as to how to best pursue an economic development strategic plan for the Town. 

Paul Peterson and Michael Guzinski, both members of the Douglas Economic Development Committee, 

and William Cundiff, Town Engineer, were the main points of contact in the Town. The plan envisioned 

would satisfy the Town’s Community Compact commitment to pursue strategic economic development 

as a best practice. Given limited funding available from CMRPC and the Town to pursue this objective, a 

budget of $4,000 was secured as part of CMRPC’s existing Community Compact District Local Technical 

Assistance (DLTA) allocation. This project is envisioned as the first phase of a multi-phase project which 

will culminate with a five-year economic development strategic plan. Phase 1 was completed in December 

of 2017. Phase 2 will be pursued in the late-winter, early-spring of 2018. CMRPC will work closely with 

William Cundiff and other town officials to lay out the most efficient approach to scoping and securing 

funding for subsequent phases.  

PROCESS 

CMRPC conducted an inventory of Physical Economic Development Assets in the town Douglas. Having an 

inventory of existing assets is a key first step in implementing an asset-based approach to economic 

development. Classic economic development is traditionally a large-scale, “top down” approach. In this 

traditional approach, economic development practitioners attempt to recruit large employers in 

industries such as manufacturing and technology, to relocate their businesses (and jobs) to a new 

community. In contrast, asset-based economic development is a “bottom up,” community-driven 

approach that focuses on knowledge of, utilization of, and strategic marketing of existing assets in a 

community to positively impact its economy. The CMRPC project team worked with the Economic 

Development Committee, the Historic Committee and Town Engineer, William Cundiff, to identify key 
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property assets. The town assisted CMRPC in examining six (6) dimensions of community assets. These 

included:  

• Commercial and industrial properties 

• Downtown redevelopment and streetscapes 

• Transportation 

• Utility infrastructure 

• Historic properties 

• Parks, gardens, and other physical assets 

While this report will be limited to the consideration of physical assets, it should be noted that there many 

other asset types which could be worth considering. Along with physical assets, intangible assets like 

reputation, business climate, human assets and culture can all have an impact on economic development. 

The town should consider examining these intangible assets more closely in subsequent rounds.  

The following project memo includes key findings, maps, and tables of identified assets with context 

provided by the town. This work will form the foundation of a proposed second phase to be conducted in 

2018, funding permitting. Phase 2 will look at development constraints in key parcels and geographies 

that have been identified. This multi-phase project will ultimately conclude with a five-year strategic plan 

with community goals, objectives and an action plan.  

PROJECT DELIVERABLES 

In addition to this project summary report, CMRPC has attached the following deliverables:  

Asset Tables: 

• Inventory or priority development industrial and commercial sites 

• Inventory of all industrial and commercial properties 

• Tables of natural and cultural assets 

• Inventory of historic properties 

• Inventory of parks and open space assets 

Maps: 

• Map of transportation infrastructure 

• Map of water and sewer infrastructure 

• Open Space map 
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COMMUNITY PROFILE 

The Town of Douglas is located in the heart of the Blackstone River Valley. The town, which is located in 

southern Worcester county, borders Connecticut and Rhode Island on the south, Webster on the west, 

Uxbridge on the east, and Sutton and Oxford on the north. Douglas is home to 8,471 residents who 

represent 3,000 households (U.S. Census Bureaus, 2010 Census). The majority (95%) of Douglas residents 

are white, leaving only a small segment of the population that makes up other races. Less than two 

percent (1.6) of the population is Hispanic or Latino and less than half of a percent (0.4%) of the population 

is black or African American. There are slightly more than three-thousand housing units in Douglas (3,293) 

of which over ninety percent (91%) are occupied. The Town has a total area of 37.7 square miles. The 

majority of this area is land (36.4 acres), while only a small portion (1.3 square miles) is water.  

Douglas, then known as New Sherbourne, was first settled by English migrants in the early 1700s. These 

early settlers relied on fertile farm lands in the eastern and southern portions of Town to drive the local 

economy. By the late 1700s, Douglas began to develop into an industrial village. Similar to the fertile soils 

that spurred initial settlement and farming, Douglas’ natural landscape catalyzed the development and 

production of mills. Major mills in Town included an axe factory, a fulling mill, and a carding and woolen 

mill. Today, Douglas’ previous position as an industrial manufacturer and agricultural base has given way 

to a vast amount of woodlands.  Douglas State Forest, which spans 5,907 acres, is an example of this 

transition.  
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KEY INDICATORS 

POPULATION TRENDS 

Between 2010 and 2015, the population of the town of Douglas is estimated to have grown by about 1.8%, 

according to the U.S. census bureau (U.S. Census, 2010, American Community Survey 2011 – 2015). Table 

1 shows how this trend compares with Douglas’ neighbors. In the 11 towns located in CMRPC’s southeast 

sub-region, only three towns have demonstrated a faster growth rate over this period. Between 2000 and 

2010, Douglas’ population grew by more than 20% compared to an average of around 12% for the rest of 

the sub-region.   

Municipality 

Population 

Change in 

Population Percent Change in Population 

2000 2010 2015 2000‐2015 2000‐2010 2010‐2015 2000‐2015 

Blackstone 8,804 9,026 9,078 274 2.52% 0.58% 3.11% 

Douglas 7,045 8,471 8,624 1,579 20.24% 1.81% 22.41% 

Grafton 14,894 17,765 18,219 3,325 19.28% 2.56% 22.32% 

Hopedale 5,907 5,911 5,942 35 0.07% 0.52% 0.59% 

Mendon 5,286 5,839 5,938 652 10.46% 1.70% 12.33% 

Millbury 12,784 13,261 13,391 607 3.73% 0.98% 4.75% 

Millville 2,724 3,190 3,208 484 17.11% 0.56% 17.77% 

Northbridge 13,182 15,707 16,268 3,086 19.15% 3.57% 23.41% 

Sutton 8,250 8,963 9,141 891 8.64% 1.99% 10.80% 

Upton 5,642 7,542 7,674 2,032 33.68% 1.75% 36.02% 

Table 1 Population by Municipality, Southeast Sub-region, US. Census Bureau, Census 2000, 2010, ACS 2011-2015 
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POPULATION PROJECTIONS 

Population projections developed by CMRPC show the Town is anticipated to reach close to 10,000 

residents by 2040. This growth rate (around 5% per decade on average) is close to the median for the 

southeast sub-region. Figure 1 shows the population change in absolute terms and includes projections 

by decade. While these projections are based on trends from the latest ACS estimates (2015), they are 

subject to unforeseen variability. Major economic shifts, market trends and other forces will ultimately 

determine the actual growth observed.  

 

Figure 1 - Population Growth with Projections, 2000 - 2040, U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000, 2010; ACS, 2011-15; CMRPC, 2016 Population 

Projections 
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MEDIAN HOUSEHOLD INCOME 

Table 2 shows that median household incomes contracted 

slightly between 2010 and 2015. The ACS estimates the 

median household income dropped from $86,214 to 

$85,313. This median-household income figure is about 

$5,000 below the $90,289 average for the rest of the sub-

region. It should be noted, however, that median-

household income in this sub-region tends to be higher 

than the Statewide median household income. In 2015, 

median household income in the State of Massachusetts 

was estimated to be $67,846. No towns in the sub-region 

reported an income below this figure.   

EMPLOYMENT 

Employment in Douglas has recovered well from the low 

point during the Great Recession. However, 

unemployment in Douglas has been shrinking steadily 

since 2010. Table 3 illustrates a sharp drop from a high of 

around 8% to a low of 3.7%. However, this rate is slightly 

higher than the sub-regional rate for the same period. It 

should be noted that these rates, which come from the 

Massachusetts Department of Unemployment 

Assistance, Department Economic Research, are not seasonally adjusted and so may vary slightly from 

other data sources.  

 

Labor Force Employed Unemployed Area Rate Massachusetts Rate 

2016 5,058 4,892 166 3.30% 3.70% 

2015 5,057 4,841 216 4.30% 4.90% 

2014 5,039 4,789 250 5.00% 5.80% 

2013 4,969 4,676 293 5.90% 6.70% 

2012 4,944 4,641 303 6.10% 6.70% 

2011 4,927 4,598 329 6.70% 7.30% 

2010 4,909 4,541 368 7.50% 8.30% 

Table 3 - Douglas Unemployment Rate, 2010 - 2016, Massachusetts Department of Unemployment Assistance, Department Economic Research 

 

Municipality 

Median Household Income 

2010 2015 % Change 

Blackstone $71,875 $73,679 2.50% 

Douglas $86,214 $85,313 ‐1.00% 

Grafton $91,743 $88,712 ‐3.30% 

Hopedale $97,227 $95,268 ‐2.00% 

Mendon $102,625 $108,942 6.20% 

Millbury $67,448 $71,151 5.50% 

Millville $77,250 $81,438 5.40% 

Northbridge $68,016 $72,550 6.70% 

Sutton $105,164 $108,615 3.30% 

Upton $107,950 $112,917 4.60% 

Uxbridge $81,127 $89,703 10.60% 

Table 2 - Median Household Income by municipality, CEDS 

2016; US Census Bureau, Census 2000, 2010; ACS, 2011-2015 
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Data from the American Community Survey estimates that Educational Services, Health Care and Social 

Services are among the strongest employment clusters in the town. These occupations represent more 

than 25% of the labor force in Douglas. Table 4 presents the share of total resident-employment in town 

by industry.  This data does not represent the number of jobs that are located in Douglas, but rather where 

the residents of Douglas find their employment.  

TABLE 4 EMPLOYMENT BY INDUSTRY 

2011-2015 ACS 
  

Industry Percent 

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting, and mining 0.30% 

Construction 8.60% 

Manufacturing 12.20% 

Wholesale trade 2.80% 

Retail trade 14.90% 

Transportation and warehousing, and utilities 4.30% 

Information and finance and insurance, and real estate and rental and leasing 7.60% 

Professional, scientific, management, and administrative and waste management 
services 

12.90% 

Educational services, and health care and social assistance 25.30% 

Arts, entertainment, and recreation, and accommodation and food services 4.30% 

Other services (except public administration) 4.90% 

Public administration 2.00% 

Armed forces  0.00% 

 

DISCUSSION 

While this report only shows a snap shot of the economic health in the town, this data does allow us to 

make some inferences to the overall state of the local economy. Residents in Douglas do enjoy a higher 

standard of living than other parts of the state as measured by the median household income. Douglas 

residents have also fared better than many of their neighbors. Incomes have grown at a steady rate and 

the population has increased, both despite the lingering effects of the economic downturn of 2006 to 

2009.  Douglas’ economic position should be strong given the relative affluence and presumed purchasing 

power of its population as well as those of its neighbors.  

This being said, our research did not delve into other factors which could counter-act this strength. 

Commercial vacancy, cost of living differences and regional competition all factor in to the overall 

economic health of the community and should be explored in Phase 2 of this project.  
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ASSET INVENTORY 

The principal task this project was to create an Asset Inventory for the town of Douglas. An Asset Inventory 

is a catalog of the various assets already existing in a community that can be leveraged to support the 

local economy. CMRPC reviewed a range of assets which included natural, cultural, commercial, and 

industrial resources.  The project team did not consider constraints to development or exploitation of 

these assets in this round; rather this summary is intended to identify what assets the town has the ability 

to leverage in the coming phases. Impediments to the findings presented below will be examined in 

subsequent phases 

 

COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL PROPERTIES 

Utilizing assessor data, the project team analyzed parcels by their recorded use. CMRPC found that 46% 

of the total acreage of all parcels were associated with residential uses, 31% were exempt and a further 

8-9% were recorded as agricultural lands protected under Chapter 61. The Douglas State Forest accounts 

for a large portion of the 31% of land recorded as exempt.    

Regarding other commercial activities, 6% of acres recorded industrial use, 8% are recorded as multi-use 

and only 0.4% of parcels record a commercial use. This commercial use includes all types of non-farm and 

non-manufacturing activities.  

 

Figure 2 - Acreage by Use as Percent of Total Acreage; MassGIS CAMA Data 
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PRIORITY DEVELOPMENT SITES FROM 2012 

The project team also revisited the results of the 2012 Blackstone Valley Prioritization Project. This project 

sought to identify and inventory important areas, parcels and other sites within towns and sub-regions 

for preservation and development. These Priority Development Areas (PDA) formed this first part of the 

asset inventory. The 2012 Prioritization Project identified 5 sites. Table 5 shows the results of that 2012 

process.  

77-1 Douglas Commerce Park - 43D Development 

77-2 Gilboa Street - 43D Development 

77-3 E. Douglas Industrial Park Development 

77-4 Davis Street PDA Development 

77-5 Gilboa Street Commercial area Development 

77-6 Mumford Riverfront Preservation 

77-A Gilboa 43D connector road Significant Transportation Investment Spot Location 

77-B Southern New England Trunk Line trail Significant Infrastructure Investment Corridor 

77-C Intersection of Webster/Main/South St.’s Significant Transportation Investment Spot Location 

77-D Route 16 - downtown Significant Infrastructure Investment Corridor 

Table 5 - Blackstone Valley Prioritization Project, CMRPC, 2012 

The following updates were identified by the project team through consultation with the Economic 

Development Committee and Town Officials:  

77-1 Douglas Commerce Park 43D: four (4) parcels originally identified in the 2012 plan (206-2, 

207-1, 207-2, and 230-2) have been incorporated into the Douglas State Forest. The PDA still 

contains two (2) parcels (205-2 and 205-3) which were not added to the Douglas State Forest and 

been included in this information until further update.  

77-X.1 Northeast Main Street 43D: recent 43D not included in the 2012 project. See Appendix 06 

for details 

77-X.2 Douglas Grammar School: Potential redevelopment site on town-owned property. The site 

was not included in the original 2012 project. Potential uses include office space, redevelopment 

as housing, and other uses.  

Appendix 01 contains detailed information on the PDA sites and their attendant parcels. CMRPC 

recommends the town update the missing details in this table as part of the second project phase.  
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OTHER COMMERCIAL, INDUSTRIAL SITES 

Appendix 02 contains a full listing of all other commercial and industrial properties contained within the 

available assessor’s data. CMRPC will work with the Town of Douglas to update this information and 

expand on it as needed in phase 2.  

HISTORIC PROPERTIES 

Appendices 3 and 4 contains two databases of historic properties in the town. The first is a complete listing 

of all historic points of interest as recorded in the Massachusetts Historic Commission (MHC) Historic 

Inventory1. The second is a more detailed listing of some of the most historically relevant sites. The 

selection arose from discussions with the Douglas Historical Commission. CMRPC recommends the town 

hold workshop with the Economic Development Committee, the Historic Commission and select members 

of the public to identify key opportunities for leveraging these historic assets for their economic potential.   

OPEN SPACES 

Douglas is rich with natural and open space assets. The town hosts one of the largest state forests in the 

region, which attracts many visitors every year. Appendix 05 includes a map and table of all assets listed 

on the town’s Open Space GIS data layer. Of that land, only 0.5% lacks full protection, while the remaining 

lands are permanently protected.  Conversations with the Economic Development Committee and Town 

officials indicated numerous opportunities exist to leverage this resource. Of the options discussed, 

identifying locations for and barriers to lodging opportunities near the Douglas State Forest and increasing 

opportunities for year-round recreation in the area ranked highly. CMRPC recommends the issues and 

opportunities analysis in Phase 2 focus in on these opportunity areas. 

UTILITY INFRASTRUCTURE 

The town of Douglas has limited water and sewer infrastructure, which could act as a constraint on 

development. Existing water and sewer infrastructure is primarily located near town center. Of the 

identified parcels in the priority development areas, only small percentage of parcels had either direct or 

indirect access to water and sewer lines. Figure 3 shows the existing water and sewer according to the 

most recent data available to CMRPC. A more detail map is also available in the appendix.  

 

                                                           

1 MHC Inventory available at http://mhc-macris.net/  

http://mhc-macris.net/
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TRANSPORTATION 

Douglas is connected to the regional transportation network via Route 16 which runs East-West between 

Route 146 and Route 395. The Transportation Map in the appendix shows the layout of these corridors. 

This geographic position is a key advantage that Douglas should continue to use to its advantage. 

Particular focus should remain on the East Douglas PDA’s. These parcels have the most direct access to 

Route 146, which feeds into Rhode Island to the South and provides access to Route 90 to the north.  

Figures 3 and 4 show the main routes which grant access to Route 146. Parcels in PDA’s 2 and 5 access 

the highway via Gilboa Street, while parcels in PDA’s 4 and 3 access Route 146 via Davis Street.   

Figure 3 - Water Sewer Lines, East Douglas 
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RECOMMENDATIONS, NEXT STEPS 

The Town of Douglas requested CMRPC conduct this report as the first phase of a full five-year strategic 

action plan. In order to build off the findings of this asset inventory, CMRPC proposes the following 

recommendations as next steps:  

COMMUNITY VISIONING 

CMRPC recommends the Town of Douglas pursue a three-track community visioning process. This process 

will ensure the Town receives a wide range of resident and stakeholder input to help craft the goals and 

objectives of the strategic action plan. We propose the town host three workshops with the following 

stakeholders: (1) Residents and the general public; (2) Business owners; (3) Commercial Real Estate 

Brokers. 

Residents and the general public: residents should be queried as to the kinds of development they most 

desire. What areas of town need the most development? What assets should the town be leveraging to 

attract new businesses, or customers? What are their priorities for how the character of the town will be 

shaped over the next five years? 

Business owners: the needs of existing business owners should be factored into the visioning process. Not 

only will such discussions help the town identify the kinds of opportunities that will help local businesses 

grow, but can also help the town better understand the challenges facing entrepreneurs who might want 

to invest in Douglas. The forum will ask: What are the challenges facing businesses owners? What do they 

think will bring in new customers? What opportunities is the town missing? What can it do better? What 

was it that drew them to Douglas in the first place? 

Figure 4 - Access to 146 via Gilboa St Figure 5 Access to 146 via Davis St. 
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Commercial Real Estate Brokers: discussions with the men and women who help facilitate the 

connections between entrepreneurs and local investment opportunities can offer key insights into what 

the town can do to make starting up a local business easier. This forum would seek to answer: What are 

buyers looking for in a community? What barriers are they seeing that the town can address? How is the 

communication with potential entrepreneurs and town officials?   

CONSTRAINTS ANALYSIS 

CMRPC also proposes the town undertake a comprehensive constraints analysis. This analysis will 

complement and build off of the vision process by examining the friction points between town regulations 

or town officials and developers or entrepreneurs. The constraints analysis would look at: 

• Business zoning 

• Permitting and inspection processes 

• Regulation and enforcement 

• Other town processes 

In addition, CMRPC recommends a thorough look at market constraints. This process will examine regional 

economic indicators to help determine the market potential of economic development goals.  

STRATEGIC ACTION PLAN 

As a final step, CMRPC recommends the town consolidate the findings from the community visioning and 

constraints analysis into a comprehensive five-year action plan. The components of this plan would be:  

• Goals and Objectives 

• Action Plan 

• Implementation Plan 

TIME-FRAME 

CMRPC envisions completing the five-year action plan by no later than summer of 2019. Assuming no 

funding sources other than DLTA funds are identified to support the project, CMRPC anticipates the 

following Time-Frame:  

• Community Visioning: Spring to Late Summer, 2018 

• Constraints Analysis: Mid-Summer to End of Year, 2018 

• Strategic Action Plan: Spring to Early Summer, 2019 

 

 


