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The Spicket River Greenway

Lawrence, Massachusetts 

(or, Planning in the Face of Chaos)
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Environmental Challenges in Lawrence
Brownfields
• There are currently 44 DEP Tier Classified Oil or Hazardous 

Materials sites in Lawrence, of which more than half are located
on or near a river.

Open Space
• The nine census tracts that make up the central core of north 

Lawrence have less than 140 square feet of open space per 
capita.   

• The greatest concentration of children and elderly residents live 
in the census tracts bordering the Spicket River, where there is 
the least amount of open space.

Rivers 
• Lawrence’s Combined Sewer System empties directly into the 

Spicket and Merrimack Rivers, overflowing on average 14 times 
per year.

• Flooding is a persistent problem along the upper section of the 
Spicket River.
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Open Space Per Capita Density of Children Under 
15 and walking distance to 
parks
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DEP Tier Classified Sites, Solid 
Waste Sites, and FEMA Flood 
Zone

100 and 500 year flood zones
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Economic Challenges

• Education: 42 percent of residents 25 and 
older did not graduate from high school, 
compared to 16% statewide

• Income: Median household income is 
$28,000, compared to $50,000 statewide

• Employment: Lawrence unemployment is 
above 8%, compared to 4% statewide

• Housing: 30% of housing units are owner-
occupied, compared to 58% statewide
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Demographic Trends

• Steady growth in population from 69,000 in 
1980 to 72,000 in 2000

• Youngest population in the state: 43% of 
residents are under the age of 24

• Majority Latino population, primarily from the 
Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico

• Growing Southeast Asian population
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The Environmental Leaders of Tomorrow…
and Today



DUSP 11.360 Presentation
October 19, 2006

The Spicket River Greenway:
Creating a Community Asset

• Eleven city parks and a historic Cemetery are 
located within a quarter-mile of the Spicket
River

• Twelve schools are located within half a mile 
of the Spicket River

• Potential for 15+ acres of new riverfront 
parkland on already vacant land 

• Greenway could encompass approximately 
three miles of riverfront walking/cycling trails
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Annual Spicket River Cleanup, 2001-2006

More than 50 tons of trash
removed from the river!
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Brownfields as Catalyst for Revitalization:
the Reviviendo Gateway Intiative (RGI)
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The Gateway District

• Approximately 140 acres in the center of the 
city

• Includes the historic mill district, downtown, 
and North Common neighborhood

• Home to 3000 residents and more than 250 
businesses 

• Five million square feet of mill space 
concentrated around the North Canal

• Bounded by the Spicket River, North Canal, 
and Merrimack River
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•Healthy communities -- that provide families with a clean environment. 
Smart growth balances development and environmental protection --
accommodating growth while preserving open space and critical habitat, 
reusing land, and protecting water supplies and air quality. 

•Economic development and jobs -- that create business opportunities 
and improve local tax base; that provide neighborhood services and 
amenities; and that create economically competitive communities.

•Strong neighborhoods -- which provide a range of housing options giving 
people the opportunity to choose housing that best suits them. It maintains 
and enhances the value of existing neighborhoods and creates a sense of 
community. 

•Transportation choices -- that give people the option to walk, ride a bike, 
take transit, or drive.

EPA: Elements of Smart Growth
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Groundwork Green Team: 
Rapid Ecological Assessments, 2003
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The Spicket River Greenway
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RGI Canals & Alleys Campaign

• Canal and alleyways 
built in the 1850s by the 
Essex Company, 
acquired by Enel North 
America

• Alleyways could create 
2.5 acres of new open 
space in the 
neighborhood

• Opportunities for LID 
and storm water 
management
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Alley cleanup

Planting the alley 
garden

A Watershed Approach:
The first “Green Alleyway” Project
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A Watershed Approach:
The Union & Mechanic Garden Project
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The Spicket River Greenway
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Greenway Development Sites: 
Dr. Nina Scarito Park

•2.67-acre 
brownfield site 
located on the 
Spicket River

•Planning began in 
2001; site had been 
vacant for 15+ years

•$2 million riverfront 
park opened in 
October 2006

•Liability relief 
provided by Mass. 
AG’s office
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The Spicket River at 
Brook Street: a 
hidden natural 

resource
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History of the Brook Street Site

1850s: Small mill built on the site, including 
several raceways running through the 
property
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History of the Brook Street Site

• 1940s: Site 
redeveloped into 
a commercial 
laundry

• Late 1980s: 
Laundry buildings 
demolished, 
leaving the site 
vacant
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History of the Brook Street Site

2002-2003: 
Groundwork, LCW 
and Copley Wolff 
Design Group work 
with neighborhood 
residents to create 
concept plan for a 
new riverfront park 
on the site.
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Brook Street site, 2001
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Brook Street site, 2006
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Greenway Projects in Development:
Arlington Neighborhood Park
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Lessons Learned
• The Last Shall Be First: Focus grassroots organizing in areas 

that have the toughest challenges, and target resources to sites
that don’t have the most obvious potential– the rest will follow.

• Neighborhood & Watershed Connections: Tie Greenway 
development to larger planning efforts at the neighborhood and 
watershed level.

• Big Vision, Small Steps: Develop a clear message and 
graphics that convey the vision for the project; be creative about 
small steps toward implementation.

• Politics and Partnerships: Engage a diverse constituency and 
build strong partnerships that generate investment in the project, 
from local volunteer groups to nearby property owners and state 
agencies. Organize community events and activities (e.g. design 
charrettes, cleanups, educational programs, etc.) to help keep 
people connected to the project throughout its development.  
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