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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Upper Harbor Vision Plan is an effort undertaken by the City of New Bedford, the 
New Bedford Economic Development Council (NBEDC), MassDevelopment, and 
Goody Clancy, to create a blueprint for the revitalization of this historic industrial 
area.  The New Bedford Upper Harbor and Acushnet River estuary neighborhoods, 
which was the focus of these events, is bounded at the south by I-195, at the west 
by Acushnet Avenue, at the north by Wood Street, and at the east by the waterfront. 
 
This Upper Harbor planning effort is being executed as a two-phase process.  Phase 
one focuses on the development of a community vision, gathered through a public 
planning process and the second phase will develop a comprehensive district plan 
that reflects the visioning process towards the goal of implementation.  The complete 
vision plan will be completed and presented in the early fall. 
 
Visioning Workshop 
A public presentation and a charette were held on the weekend of February 15, 2008 
at the Joseph Abboud Manufacturing Corporation mill located within the district.  This 
event was advertised in the Standard Times newspaper, on the local radio station, 
WBSM, and Mayor Scott W. Lang issued a press release, which was also posted on 
the city’s website.  The NBEDC and the City’s Planning Office also sent out mass 
emails to their contacts from various organizations, including the NBEDC’s Council 
members, the Coalition of Buzzards Bay, and Neighborhoods United, which represent 
the city’s neighborhood associations.   
 
On Friday evening, the students from MIT’s Design/Build Studio/Workshop presented 
their design for the community boathouse and rowing facility that will be located 
along the Acushnet River, with a possible site at the end of Sawyer Street.  The 
evening was great success, with over one hundred people in attendance.  On the 
following day, approximately sixty people arrived at the mill to participate in a 
daylong charette.  This process, overseen by the consultant firm of Goody Clancy, 
consisted of breaking everyone into several groups in the morning to review maps 
and visuals of the study area and discuss ideas, concerns and visions for what the 
plan should focus upon.  After lunch, the groups reconvened and determined their 
top goals and objectives for the District.  At the end of the day, the groups all 
merged to create one audience to which each group presented their ideas.   
 
Goody Clancy documented the notes, plans, and supporting materials from the 
morning and afternoon sessions of the February 16 Upper Harbor Community 
Visioning Workshop. Summaries of each group‘s discussion, including the goals and 
issues that received the greatest emphasis, followed by verbatim transcripts of the 
map and poster notes taken by each group‘s facilitators (refer to New Bedford Upper 
Harbor Community Visioning Workshop Shaping the Future of the Upper Harbor 
February 15th & 16th,, 2007 Summary Report & Workshop Record).   
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Community Input on the Vision 
The City and NBEDC then presented the draft vision plan to the community to ensure 
that Goody Clancy’s vision plan was what the public envisioned for the Upper Harbor 
District.  The planning team recognized that a greater level of involvement was 
needed to reach a broader base in the district and to attempt to break through 
language barriers.  The City, NBEDC, and MassDevelopment decided that the best 
way to accomplish this goal was to schedule several meetings in a variety of familiar 
locations in the district, at different times with translators available, to attract as 
many participants as possible.  The community meetings were held on: 

 Wednesday, July 30th at Brooklawn Senior Center at 6pm 
 Saturday, August 2nd at 9:30am outside at Riverside Park gazebo 
 Thursday, August 7th at Saint Anthony’s Church hall 

 
Community meetings were publicized through an array of outreach methods, 
including: 

 Weekly Saturday morning local Portuguese radio station talk show 
 Weekly Compass newspaper in both English and Portuguese 
 El Latino Expreso newspaper in Spanish 
 O Jornal newspaper in Portuguese 
 Meetings dates were printed for several weeks in the Saint Anthony’s Church 

bulletin 
 The Assistant City Planner and the Preservation Planner spoke on the Upper 

Harbor during the Mayor’s monthly Friday morning talk show, live at City Hall 
 Fliers were printed in English, Spanish and Portuguese and were placed on 

the city’s website 
 2,000 of these multilingual fliers were dropped in the upper harbor 

neighborhood by Youth Court, a group that oversees youth performing 
community service hours 

 Mass emails were distributed to the City Council and City department heads 
 Multilingual fliers were emailed to Neighborhoods United, the umbrella group 

for the city’s neighborhood associations, and the Bullard Street Neighborhood 
Group 

 
The meetings presented lively discussion and common themes emerged.  The 
common themes expressed by the participants during these sessions include: 

• Develop the Acushnet Avenue Corridor as an international market with a 
greatly enhanced physical presence and character that emphasizes local and 
independent shop owners and encourages an increase in pedestrian activity.  

• Targeted and increased marketing of exiting strengths (i.e. restaurants, 
parks, etc.) to both New Bedford residents and visitors. 

• Accelerated development of the river-walk and other access points to the 
waters edge such as the boathouse and former Reliable Truss site. 

• Market and promote development and public access along the river and a 
revitalized Acushnet Avenue as new sources of pride for the city, turning long 
perceived negatives into new strengths for the city.   
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COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION  
 
The community meetings began with participants being greeted by the NBEDC and 
Planning staff that encouraged them to review the visuals, and ask any questions 
they may have regarding the draft vision plan, the process, etc.   
 
Each community meeting included a brief presentation from the NBEDC to provide 
the participants with an understanding of how the Upper Harbor draft plan was 
developed. Public input and discussion was facilitated at each meeting by the vice 
chair of the New Bedford Planning Board.  The planning staff through flipcharts 
documented the participants’ input on the vision plan.  The following input was 
gathered at each of the three community meetings from approximately forty 
participants.     
 
Community Meeting 1 – Brooklawn Senior Center 
 

 Public access to waterfront 
 Riverwalk should be Phase I of the implementation of the plan 

o Early access will give public better perspective of redevelopment 
progress of the mills  

o Create a better perception of the district  
o Spur progress in the neighborhoods and the district 

 Riverwalk would provide an essential link from northern neighborhoods in the 
District to Riverside Park 

 Perception of Riverside Park is mixed; safe during the day, unsafe at night 
 Restoration of Reliable Truss site 

o Provide for canoe/kayak launch in Phase I of the project 
 “Get people on the water” 

 Traffic management/calming 
o The Avenue, Ashley Blvd. and North Front St. become one-ways 

 Historical survey/assessment of the District and its resources (a partial survey 
has been completed by the City) 

 Need for a heritage trail linking all the resources 
o Churches are a draw for heritage tourism 
o Ethnic, urban gardens 

 Recognize and appreciate the cultural, “European” atmosphere of Acushnet 
Avenue 

o Prefer smaller, unique niche boutiques, cafes, shops, restaurants 
o Prefer the walkability of the Avenue, but needs enhancement 
o Appreciate the access to diverse services that the Avenue provides, 

i.e. post office, dry cleaning, “village-living” 
o Enjoy the urban and international feel of the Avenue 
o Close the Avenue one day a week to create a open, street market with 

a trolley running a loop for transportation 
o Make the Avenue a destination with its own unique identity, i.e. 

Federal Hill, Providence, RI 
o Design uniformity in the streetscaping, with signage, streetlights, 

storefront awnings, street furniture, banners, planters, unique 
pavement applications 

o Implement empty storefront program, i.e. art in the windows through 
partnerships with the schools, cultural organizations 
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Community Meeting 2 – Riverside Park 
 

 Redevelopment of the mills should include community needs, such as co-
operative stores, mini-mall, i.e. downtown Providence, Quincy Market 

 Empty, triangular lot across from Cliftex mill, should be considered for 
resident parking/community events, i.e. the Feast 

o Enhanced planned parking and streetscaping that require quick and 
easy design improvements “phase I implementation” 

 Plan for future uses not revolving around traditional vehicular uses 
o In the mean time, parking may be provided in ways that do prohibit 

future alternative development of the sites, i.e. no structured parking 
 Shuttles to events and programs on the river and throughout the city 
 Improve public transit in the area 
 Improve pedestrian experience through enhanced sidewalks with seating and 

bus shelters 
 Relocate underutilized benches at Riverside Park to the playground/soccer 

field areas 
 Community swimming pool with a pavilion  
 Construct a performance half shell for movies, music, cultural events 
 Create heritage trail throughout the District 

o Collaborate with appropriate community organizations, i.e. 
Preservation Society, WHALE, NPS 

 Community gardens sited in appropriate areas and could reflect the ethnic 
culture of the neighborhoods 

 Create pocket parks and green spaces  
 Public access to the waterfront 
 Riverwalk should be a dual pedestrian/bike path with delineation to 

accommodate the dual use 
 Riverwalk promenade outlook (east/west connections) i.e. San Antonio model 
 Improve streetscaping with better east/west links 

o Special streetscaping that leads to the waterfront 
o Wayfinding signage for identification, i.e. Freedom Trail 

 Designate Acushnet Avenue a “slow street” with signage and speed tables, 
bike lanes i.e. Berkeley, CA 

 Market the Avenue better with a retail directory/maps, rack cards 
 Make the Avenue tourist/pedestrian friendly 

o Wider sidewalks 
o One-way traffic flow on both the Avenue and Ashley Blvd. to create a 

loop 
 Provide opportunities for façade improvements 
 Create an identity for the Avenue 

o Market its cultural resources 
o Improve gateway entrance at Coggeshall Street 
o Build upon the authentic, ethnic feel i.e. “international boulevard” 

 No big chain stores/restaurants  
o Build upon the uniqueness of the existing establishments 
o Balance with family-friendly restaurants 

 Provide for entertainment to 18-20 year olds i.e. Providence 
 Address litter and code enforcement issues 
 Selected demolition of blighted properties 
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Community Meeting 3 – Saint Anthony’s Church hall 
 

 Visitors Center at the gateway entrance from I-195 
o Serve as a place of orientation 
o Provide informational brochures, rack cards 
o Live person to answer questions 

 Community center/visitors center at waterfront, possibly the boathouse at 
Sawyer Street 

 Dog park  
 Textile museum 
 Light Saint Anthony’s Church spire and other notable landmarks at night 

o Act as a draw  
 Façade improvements along the Avenue 

o Façade easements under City control 
 Limit chain stores while providing incentives for niche shops and cafes 

o Use existing chain stores as anchors for future mom and pop 
businesses 

 Conduct a market analysis of the Avenue similar to the downtown 
 Encourage development that replaces blight while maintaining the character 

of the Avenue 
o Design review - maintain minimum setbacks, signage, etc. 

 Improve building code enforcement  
o Address litter issue  
o Address vacant properties 

 Address the issue of “cruising” traffic 
 Address parking issues along the Avenue 

o Provide parking behind the Avenue 
o Spot parking throughout the District using city’s vacant lots 
o Create useful, enhanced parking signage 

 Enhance public transportation throughout the District and linking to downtown 
 Utilize traffic calming measures on the Avenue 
 Create BID for the Acushnet Avenue businesses 
 Market the Avenue, invest in the businesses and improve their physical 

conditions 
 Reintroduce the former “International District” on the Avenue 

o Use a PWED for street improvements 
o Must sustain a collaboration between the City and businesses 

 Inventory the existing resources/businesses on the Avenue to develop a retail 
directory 

 “Change the mood” of the Avenue by creating identity through streetscaping 
and design review 

 Immediate improvements/access to waterfront will change perception 
o “Create a sense of pride” 

 Current and future riverfront will act as a natural stimulus for the 
revitalization for the District 

 Public access to the waterfront, i.e. riverwalk 
o Security along riverwalk 
o Link riverwalk to Acushnet and Fairhaven side of harbor 

 More restaurants along the waterfront 
 More mixed-use businesses along the river 
 More open space in the District 
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SUMMARY FINDINGS  
 
Strong support was expressed from the participants at all three community meetings 
that the City needs to better harness the assets of the study area to ensure that they 
are utilized to their fullest potential.  The Acushnet Avenue Corridor and the 
development of the river walk received enthusiastic support for complete planning 
and development.  Many participants articulated that marketing existing assets and 
short-term successes are needed to build momentum in what could be a 10-year 
development plan. 
 
A summary of consistently expressed comments during each of the sessions has 
been grouped together and are as follows: 
 
Acushnet Avenue Corridor  

 Develop the Acushnet Avenue Corridor as an international market with a 
greatly enhanced physical identity and character that emphasizes local and 
independent shop owners and encourages an increase in pedestrian activity  

 Establish design review for Acushnet Avenue  
 “Change the mood” – Create pedestrian-friendly Avenue 

o Address the “cruising” issue 
o Create an identity to the Avenue using streetlights, street furniture, 

bus shelters, etc. 
 Establish a gateway experience at the Coggeshall Street entrance and 

gateway intersections at key locations 
 
Riverwalk/Waterfront Access 

 “Get on the river!” - Immediate water access was stressed at every meeting 
o Start at a central access point while walk is developed 
o Kayak/canoe launch at the former Reliable Truss site 

 Establish east/west connections with promenades jutting into the river 
 Utilize Riverside Park as an existing community asset 
 Acquire easements along the waterfront so that as funding becomes 

available sections of the riverwalk may be constructed 
 Create riverwalk connecting former Reliable Truss site to Riverside Park, 

thereby connecting the neighborhoods  
 
Marketing  

 Targeted and increased marketing of exiting strengths (i.e. restaurants, 
parks, etc.) to both New Bedford residents and visitors 

 Develop a consistent source of funding and management for promotional 
activity 

 Market on a equal level with the downtown 
 Market and promote development and public access along the river and a 

revitalized Acushnet Avenue as new sources of pride for the city, turning 
long perceived negatives into new strengths for the city 
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Neighborhoods 
 Increase homeownership to address quality of life issues/concerns 
 Provide funds for exterior home improvements 

 
 
The main goal of the community meetings was to encourage greater participation 
from residents and stakeholders who live and work in the project area, through 
extensive outreach.  The participants in attendance were energetic and represented 
a wide range of stakeholders, though the residents of the neighborhood made up a 
small number of total participants.  The reason for the less than expected resident 
turn out may be attributed to this type of event being foreign to their experience and 
the fact that this area of the city has a low homeownership rate, and therefore 
residents in the area are not as invested as in other sections of the city. 
 
As the visioning process concludes, public outreach must be continued and 
intensified to overcome skepticism and apathy regarding the future development of 
these neighborhoods.  The City and the NBEDC are hopeful that as progress is made 
through the creation of the riverwalk and improvements to the Acushnet Avenue 
corridor, that these accomplishments will increase residents’ awareness and 
participation in future planning and development projects. 
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