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In the early 1990s, a coalition of environmental advocates, bankers, developers, lawyers, 

regulators and environmental consultants in Massachusetts came together to develop a new 

approach to address contaminated properties. The outcome of this unique alliance was the 

privatization of the state's hazardous waste site cleanup program. By licensing appropriately 

trained and experienced consultants — licensed site professionals — to manage the cleanup of 

“brownfield” sites, the commonwealth removed the regulatory and staffing roadblocks that were 

hindering remediation and productive reuse of these properties. 

This year marks the 20th anniversary of the implementation of the program, which ushered in an 

era in which the reuse of urban brownfield sites could be competitive with the development of 

suburban “greenfield” sites. The implementation of use-dependent cleanup standards and clear 

endpoints allowed lenders, developers and businesses to approach the redevelopment of these 

sites with more certainty. Between 1985 and September 1993, before the program was 

implemented, approximately 100 sites were processed and made available for reuse each year. 

But since implementation, that number has soared to 1,800. Today the number of sites processed 

and exiting the system for reuse exceeds the number of new sites being reported. 

Former manufacturing centers such as Worcester saw new life as historically industrial 

properties once occupied by such companies as U.S. Steel, Norton, Rice Barton and Crompton & 
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Knowles were remediated and returned to commerce, converted to housing, or developed for 

community use. Of the 1,345 Worcester sites on the commonwealth's list, approximately 1,100 

meet state public health and environmental standards, and are already redeveloped or available 

for reuse. 

The impact of the innovative cleanup program has also been felt beyond the Gateway cities. In 

Westborough, for example, Bay State Commons, a 56-acre retail and residential complex, 

replaced a former abrasives manufacturer that closed in 2002. The former Fisherville Mill site in 

Grafton is wrapping up an extensive remediation program and, in 2012, was listed by Sotheby's 

International Realty for mixed-use redevelopment. The former Whitin Mill in Whitinsville is 

now home to Alternatives Unlimited, and the former American Optical facility in Southbridge 

has been given new life as a conference center and business cluster. In all, over 30,000 blighted 

sites have been put back into productive use. 

But even with the success of the privatized program, redeveloping a contaminated property can 

be challenging. Developers routinely tap into a comprehensive toolbox of programs and financial 

incentives to increase the financial viability of brownfields projects. The Brownfields Tax Credit 

program, the Brownfields Redevelopment Fund and a state-subsidized insurance program are all 

critical resources that help facilitate development on contaminated properties. Despite their 

success, the redevelopment fund and the insurance program have run out of money and are 

awaiting legislative action. These programs are critical to brownfields redevelopment, indeed to 

the commonwealth's economic development, and must be continued. 

The unlikely alliance of adversarial interests some 20 years ago has paid off in grand fashion 

with the commonwealth remediating more sites, more effectively and more quickly, than any 

other state. That's good news for environmental advocates, community-development 

organizations, developers and businesses. To ensure this vital work continues, these same 

constituencies must continue to work together and advocate for the tools necessary for 

Massachusetts to remain a national leader in the cleanup and reuse of contaminated properties. 

Larry Feldman, a licensed site professional, is a past president of the LSP Association, a 

statewide organization of licensed site professionals. 
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