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thriving despite pressures from retail and
residential uses for precious waterfront
land.

Planners at the Boston Redevelop-
ment Authority (BRA), the city’s plan-
ning and development agency, view
maintaining a healthy seafood industry
as an essential part of their job. The
agency operates the 191-acre Boston
Marine Industrial Park (BMIP), located
on the South Boston Waterfront across
the harbor from Logan
Airport, much of which
– along with adjacent
state transit authority
land – is devoted to
seafood processing and
distribution facilities.

In contrast to the all-
too-familiar stories of
the loss of industry in

Even in today’s economic climate, Legal
Seafoods has completed a new headquar-
ters with 20,000 square feet of office
space and 40,000 square feet for process-
ing – plus a flagship restaurant in the dis-
trict. Also in the works, the American
Seafood Exchange, a planned 422,000 sq.
ft seafood auction, storage, and packing
facility that will make seafood the most
powerful presence at the BMIP.1

What are some of the factors that

F E AT U R E

Food Planning for Your Local Economy
by Diana Limbach Lempel and Christina DiLisio

While most of us don’t consid-
er ourselves food planners, think
about the ways food affects what 
we do every day:

• Healthy food is essential for pre-
venting obesity and diabetes, and helping
kids do well in school.

• Urban agriculture is an important
tool for making our communities more
resilient.

• Restaurants and markets can pro-
vide a vital source of income for new
immigrants and the opportunity to build
wealth.

• Aquaculture (seafood farming) and
agriculture can offer good, working-class
jobs in many cities and towns.

Most importantly, food is an impor-
tant part of any local economy. 

In the following pages, we’ll be telling
you about some exciting and effective
initiatives in the Boston area that high-
light the connection between local plan-
ning and food, specifically for the
purpose of developing a more diverse,
dynamic local economy. While Boston
will be our focus, other towns, cities, and
metropolitan areas across the country are
embarking on comparable initiatives.
We’ve included strategies for thinking
about how you can take the lessons from
Boston to your own community.

IN BOSTON, SEAFOOD SELLS

Seafood is part of what makes Boston,
Boston. A visit to the city is not complete,
for example, without a pilgrimage to
Legal Seafood for a “chowdah” or lobster
roll. “Boston seafood sells,” say industry
leaders, and in an urban economy to
which tourism is essential, one can only
imagine that it will continue to do so.

But Boston seafood is much more
than restaurants, oyster bars, and clam
shacks. Seafood is an industrial economy
as much as it is commercial. The chal-
lenge is to keep the seafood industry

1 Statistics from <www.bostonmarineindustrialpark.
com/> and from Dennis Davis, personal email corre-
spondence, 2011. Proposed plans suggest that the
Seafood Exchange could, in fact, produce as many as
1,500 permanent jobs.

Above: the planned American Seafood Exchange.
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have made the BMIP a success at main-
taining and nurturing Boston’s seafood
industry? First of all, the district has
great access to trucking and shipping
routes, as well as to Logan Airport. 
Also important, the BRA has maintained
large lots zoned for the single-floor,
large-footprint buildings that seafood

health regulations and proces-
sing systems require.

But these two factors
would be of value for virtually
any manufacturing or indus-
trial use. What has really
made the difference in main-

other older cities, the BMIP is a success
story. The BMIP has received $55 million
in public infrastructure investments to
leverage $170 million in
private investments.

Seafood is one of the
most successful indus-
tries in the BMIP. Ac-
cording to Dennis Davis,
BRA’s Deputy Director
for Industrial Development & Commer-
cial Leasing, seafood processing jobs are
especially stable and well-paid. Every
1,000 square feet of new seafood facility
development produces an additional job.



taining the seafood industry as a vital
presence in Boston are provisions of the
Massachusetts Public Waterfront Act –
commonly referred to as Chapter 91.2

For nearly 150 years, Chapter 91 has
required waterfront properties to be used
only for “water-dependent purposes.”
Without this law, other forms of develop-
ment might have become prevalent. But
Chapter 91 has allowed Boston-area
seafood businesses to invest with confi-
dence.

The success of seafood processing and
distribution facilities at the BMIP has led
the BRA to think about other ways that
seafood can play an important role in
strengthening the local economy. One
example: BRA planners are working on
aquaculture initiatives that range from
soft-shell clam farming off the coast of
the Boston Harbor Islands to closed-sys-
tem aquaculture facilities on city-owned
brownfield sites. By utilizing contaminat-
ed properties and coastal waters, these
initiatives could provide the city an
opportunity not only to use land and nat-
ural resources efficiently and sustainably,
but also to provide food and employment
opportunities for local residents. 

How can you support food indus-
tries that have had a long connection
with your city or town? Start by
understanding what products and
crops have historically been pro-
duced in your region, and where.
Then go on to:

• Determine the land and facility
requirements of the industry. 

• Consider whether zoning changes
are needed to allow for the kinds of
facilities and land uses the industry
needs.

• Identify available land or resources
that could allow for expansion.

• Advocate for state or local legisla-
tion to support your food industries.

Chowder Time!
The Oxford English 
Dictionary traces the word

chowder to the fishing villages along the
coast of France from Bordeaux to Brittany.
But it was in Boston that chowder became
famous.

The oldest-known printed fish chowder
recipe appeared in the Boston Evening Post
on September 23, 1751 –

First lay some Onions to keep the Pork from burning

Because in Chouder there can be not turning;

Then lay some Pork in slices very thin,

Thus you in Chouder always must begin.

Next lay some Fish cut crossways very nice

Then season well with Pepper, Salt, and Spice;

Parsley, Sweet-Marjoram, Savory, and Thyme,

Then Biscuit next which must be soak’d some Time.

Thus your Foundation laid, you will be able

To raise a Chouder, high as Tower of Babel;

For by repeating o’er the Same again,

You may make a Chouder for a thousand men.

Last a Bottle of Claret, with Water eno; to smother ’em,

You’ll have a Mess which some call Omnium gather ’em. 

See <http://whatscookingamerica.net/History/
ChowderHistory.htm>.
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AROUND THE WORLD
IN YOUR NEIGHBORHOOD

In Somerville, a dense city of roughly
80,000 people located minutes from
Boston, small food businesses are
an integral part of the local econo-
my. These markets, restaurants, cafes,
and bakeries have for many years served
and been owned by members of the
diverse immigrant communities – Irish,
Brazilians, Bangladeshis, Peruvians, and
Koreans, to name a few. Somerville resi-
dents love these small food businesses
for their authentic cuisine and down-to-
earth character.

In recent decades, however, city poli-
cies aimed at attracting artists and other
young creative people have caused prop-
erty values in many neighborhoods to
rise. The result is that these small busi-
nesses are in jeopardy of being priced out
of their neighborhoods altogether.

Enter the Somerville Arts Council, a
city department whose mission extends
beyond the arts to include promoting
community development and cultural
diversity. Their events, as Rachel Strutt,
Program Manager for the Arts Council
explains, “demystify” cuisines from
around the world and encourage people
to “open their wallets” and support local
businesses so that they can stay afloat as
their rents rise. 

“Food is a great common denomina-
tor,” says Strutt, “it gets people from dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds talking. …
We’ve found that food tells endless sto-
ries about cultural identity.” For exam-
ple, the Arts Council hosts the blog
“Nibble” (www.somervilleartscouncil.
org/blog), which showcases recipes from
around the world prepared by local home
chefs and restaurateurs.

The hallmark of the Arts Council’s
effort to promote cultural diversity in
Somerville is ArtsUnion, a collaboration
between the Council, the city’s Office of
Strategic Planning and Community
Development, the nonprofit Union
Square Main Streets program, and other
area nonprofit organizations. ArtsUnion’s
programs are supported (when funding
allows) by Massachusetts Cultural Coun-
cil’s Adams Grant for Creative Economy.

Located in Somerville’s historic Union
Square neighborhood, ArtsUnion offers 
a year-round schedule of events that
prominently feature food as a medium
for bringing people together. Many of
these events are presented by indepen-
dent “producers” who respond to
requests for proposals each spring. 
ArtsUnion offerings have included tours
to help new residents navigate the 
neighborhood’s ethnic markets, interna-
tional street-food fairs, and Project YUM
– a festival featuring local produce and
ethnic restaurants. Union Square Main
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2 Available at: <www.malegislature.gov/Laws/General
Laws/PartI/TitleXIV/Chapter91>. The Massachusetts
Department of Environmental Protections provides an
overview of Chapter 91 at: <www.mass.gov/dep/
water/resources/about01.htm>.

continued on next page
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Streets also hosts a weekly farm-
ers’ market, connecting resi-
dents with food growers,
community organizations, and
musicians. 

ArtsUnion has helped put
Union Square on the map as a
destination for food and com-
munity. In the process, it has
also generated substantial eco-
nomic benefits for Somerville.3

How can you replicate something
like the ArtsUnion in your city? 

• Inventory your local food assets.
In what ways is food already impor-
tant in your community? Is there a
neighborhood or part of the city
where these assets cluster? 

• Build personal relationships with
individuals, businesses, and organi-
zations that are part of that food cul-
ture so you know how to support
them and can represent their
strengths to the public.

• Identify opportunities for collabo-
ration with other city departments
based on your city’s food assets in
order to drive creativity and allow
you to qualify for further funding.

• Establish a primary facilitating
entity in order to streamline and
manage public programming.

• Seek community collaboration for
events and programs in order to
maintain a diverse calendar and
lessen the burden on city resources.

FOOD ON WHEELS

Food trucks are hot in many Ameri-
can cities right now. This new form of
mobile food vending is distinctly differ-
ent from the hot dog stands, canteen
trucks, or festival food stalls that you

might be familiar with. Rather, food
trucks are traveling culinary outposts,
offering fast, high-quality food that is
fresh, usually made from local ingredi-
ents, and often inspired by international
cuisines. They generally have a very
small set menu, or none at all, and
instead experiment with daily specials.

Food truck enthusiasts are attracted
by the quality of the food, the novelty
and feeling of excitement they bring, and
the unique and fresh food offerings they
provide. Through the use of social
media, food trucks even develop their
own followers or fans. Tweets are used to
broadcast their locations and food spe-
cials. Food trucks flourish in areas that
have seen public space initiatives such as
greenways, pedestrian-oriented streets,
and other streetscape improvements that
encourage people to walk outside. 

Local food entrepreneurs are drawn
to the food truck business model because
of the relatively low overhead (compared
to a bricks and mortar restaurant) need-
ed to launch a truck, the flexibility of
operating a “placeless” business, and the
chance to experiment with different 
concepts that would be too risky for a
restaurant.

Today’s food truck vendors come from
all walks of life: restaurant industry pro-
fessionals with decades of experience;
mid-career professionals transitioning
from other industries; soon-to-retire
home cooks in need of stable income;
self-taught and trend-savvy “foodies;”
recent and first generation immigrants
eager to share the cuisine of their home
country; and even recent college grads

with no formal food training or prior
business experience. 

For many of these first-time food
entrepreneurs, support from organiza-
tions like the Boston Area Food Truck
Association has been especially helpful.

One of the strongest advocates of food
trucks has been Boston Mayor Thomas
M. Menino. What first got Mayor Meni-
no interested in food trucks? Interesting-
ly enough, as June Q. Wu reported in The
Boston Globe, it was by inadvertently
munching on a BLT made with soy
bacon. “ ‘I went down to the farmers
market at South Station, saw a food
truck, purchased a BLT – I love bacon,
right?’ Menino recounted. ‘I didn’t know
it was soy bacon. I ate it, and I thought,
‘Gee, this is really good.’ ”4

Menino has long supported healthy
food initiatives in Boston, and realized
that the new breed of food truck vendors
could play a role. Again, as Wu reports,
“Supporting businesses that provide
healthy food on the go, Menino said, will
help residents and visitors eat better …
‘It’s good for us with high blood pressure,
cholesterol problems … That’s our goal,
we’re going to try to educate the public
on why it is smarter to eat healthier.’ ”

Last winter, Mayor Menino came up
with a savvy way to promote food trucks
for Boston: the Food Truck Challenge.
The Mayor’s Office invited food entrepre-
neurs to submit food truck concepts and
menus for a chance to vend from a prime
spot on City Hall Plaza. Winners also

Somerville scenes. From left to right: Iron Chef competition at Project YUM festival; Dipti Mistri, owner of Little
India, talking to market tour goers about bitter melon; and employees from India Palace selling mango lassis at
Hungry Tiger Street Festival.
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4 “Vendors asked to make healthy menus,” by June Q.
Wu, The Boston Globe, July 14, 2010. 

3 Between 2005-2008, Arts Union is estimated to have
generated over $1 million in total direct and indirect
economic impact. See ArtsUnion Economic Impact
Evaluation, FY 2007-2008 at:  <http://unionsquare
main.org/creative-economy/studies/>.

Food Planning for 
Your Local Economy…
continued from previous page



P L A N N I N G  C O M M I S S I O N E R S  J O U R N A L  /  N U M B E R  8 5  /  W I N T E R  2 0 1 2

received technical assistance, permitting
guidance, and assistance with applying
for low-interest loans from the City. The
success of the challenge, in which three
winners were chosen out of a field of
nearly a dozen, signaled to the Mayor the
need for a more widespread effort to
bring food trucks to the streets of Boston.

The result: the Mayor and City Coun-
cil developed a Mobile Food Vending
Ordinance, which has streamlined the
permitting process for food trucks.5 The
ordinance also established a Mobile Food
Trucks Committee com-
prised of representatives
from the Departments of
Public Works, Transporta-
tion, Inspectional Services,
Neighborhood Develop-
ment, and Police and 
Fire, as well as the Boston
Redevelopment Authority
(BRA) and the Mayor’s
Director of Food Initia-
tives.

Lauren Shurtleff, a
planner with the BRA who
advises the committee on
land-use related issues,
explains that one of the
first tasks was to develop a mobile food
truck site evaluation form. It asks for a
range of information important from 
planning perspective, such as:
• proximity to commercial and residen-

tial districts, and to nearby businesses.
• traffic patterns (both vehicular and

pedestrian).
• the availability of space that could

accommodate clusters of trucks.
• the width of the sidewalk (to ensure

ample queuing space for customers).
• how trash will be handled, and 
• the proximity of public restrooms.

The vetting and siting process helps
ensure that food truck locations will
work, and not aggravate neighborhood
traffic and other concerns.

Additionally, Shurtleff and the com-
mittee conducted considerable outreach,
including mailings and phone calls to

neighborhood business organizations,
residents, and business owners, explain-
ing how food trucks differ from other
mobile vendors, outlining anticipated
benefits of having food trucks, and
encouraging questions about how food
trucks might impact the neighborhood.
In some cases this feedback resulted in a
site being moved.

Shurtleff attributes the speed and effi-
ciency with which the entire mobile food
truck initiative got off the ground to the
committee’s unique composition; all the

necessary city agencies
were together around
one table making mo-
bile food trucks happen
in Boston. The result 
of their hard work:
there are now 20 city-
approved sites across
eight different neigh-
borhoods supporting
food trucks that offer
everything from Viet-
namese food and BBQ,
to fresh seafood and
cupcakes – all made
from scratch and sold at
affordable prices. Ven-

dors can also apply to locate their trucks
on private property (with the owner’s
permission) or ask city officials to
approve other public sites. 

Currently, you can go online and see
where all Boston food truck vendors will
be during the week.6 The city also
requires food trucks to have GPS systems
installed. While this helps ensure com-
pliance, the city also eventually expects
to have an “app” for the public to use
that builds off this data.

SUMMING UP:
The economic impact of food is too

often overlooked. But food initiatives can
be as much about jobs and community as
about culinary enjoyment. Food can also
be a powerful tool for cultural exchange
and mutual understanding. For planners
and planning commissioners it’s time to
dig in! ◆

Diana Limbach Lempel is
a Master’s candidate in
Urban Planning at Har-
vard’s Graduate School of
Design. This year Diana is
working with Harvard’s
metaLAB to bring historic
New England cookbooks
to life for the public. She
also works at Union Square Main Streets.

Christina DiLisio is an
Urban & Environmental
Policy & Planning gradu-
ate student at Tufts Univer-
sity. Her research on food
policy councils was recent-
ly published by the Ameri-
can Planning Association’s
Planning and Community
Health Research Center. Christina also works in
the Boston Mayor’s Office as the Mobile Food
Truck Intern.
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Mobile food vendors outside Boston
City Hall.
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5 Information about  Boston’s food truck policies
(including a link to the ordinance) is available at:
<www.cityofboston.gov/business/mobile/>.

6 See: <www.cityofboston.gov/business/mobile/
schedule-tabs.asp>.

Food Truck Ordinances
PCJ contributing writer Beth Hum-

stone has prepared a quite helpful arti-
cle on considerations in drafting local
food truck ordinances. It is available
exclusively on our PlannersWeb site at:
plannersweb.com/foodtrucks.html.

How can you bring food trucks to
your city or town while minimizing
any adverse impacts?

• Determine sites where food trucks
might be successful, whether at
shopping plazas, parking lots, play-
grounds and parks, or near schools
and office parks.

• Be sure to perform public outreach
to explain what food trucks are and
to gauge public interest, potential
siting options, and issues of concern.

• Assemble a team from all city
departments in order to comprehen-
sively expedite siting and permitting
decisions.


