
 

Mass MoCA: WhereΩs the Public Investment Pay Off? 

North Adams Massachusetts is a postindustrial old factory town with little hope.  
North Adams Massachusetts is a vibrant center for the arts poised to take off. 
Which of those two statements is true? How about both? 
 
North Adams is one of dozens of very similar towns spread across New England, similar to small Pennsylvania 
manufacturing towns which centered on steel, coal and railroads. Towns like North Adams, Lowell, Pawtucket, 
and so on produced a broader range of goods that supplied the world with textiles, clocks, brass, firearms and 
20th century electronic components. 
 
What happened to those New England factory towns is what happened to Pennsylvania and other rustbelt 
towns: relocation by major employers, changes in global trading patterns, and subsequent impoverishment 
and depopulation for the communities themselves. 

A recent article in the Valley Advocate, an alternative newsweekly serving Central and Western Massachusetts 
posed a question: why, after millions of dollars spent and hundreds of thousands of visitors since the 
Massachusetts Museum of Contemporary Art (Mass MoCA)Ωǎ opening in 1999 has the city not benefited as 
much as it should have? 

The focus of the article references the film done by a local university team on the damage done by the 
postindustrial shift, and posits that the wars in South Asia and the Middle East, recent corporate bailouts, and 
income disparity have delayed or halted revival of North Adams.  The director calls for a άnewέ New Deal, to 
solve the problems of towns like North Adams. 

It is clear that such a New Deal is unlikely to happen anytime soon, if ever.  The original New Deal had a finite 
existence, and a re-launch would end as well.  The relationship of Mass MoCA to the continuing problems of 
North Adams is not clear-cut, but valid issues of urban layout and disincentives to invest are clearly ongoing 
problems 

Problems and Solutions Closer to home 

 Regional planners and urban design experts have noted that the streetscape in North Adams may not be 
conducive to attracting visitors to downtown, which has seen many businesses come and go since 1999, 
hoping to capitalize on the presence of so many well-heeled visitors. 

The planners have a point. I've been to North Adams on many occasions, both before and after Mass MoCA 
opened.  It does take some work to get from Marshall Street to Main Street.  The Mohawk Trail (Route 2) has 
the unfortunate effect of diving onto the streetscape before splaying out into a multilane road bordered by 
large parking lots, presenting a fairly significant pedestrian barrier just in getting to Main Street.   

http://www.valleyadvocate.com/article.cfm?aid=14920&goback=%2Egde_1963009_member_107115291
http://www.massmoca.org/history.php
http://farewelltofactorytowns.com/
http://www.thetranscript.com/ci_20405291/retired-mcla-professor-delves-into-factory-town-history
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Once on Main Street, the north side presents a classic view the late 19th-early 20th century mercantile 
buildings, and on the south side are one-story buildings of fairly recent vintage όŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǘŀȄǇŀȅŜǊǎέ 
in development argot) and many surface parking lots. 

 

Main Street 1955 (public domain) 



 

Main Street, 2006 (Creative Commons, Daryl) 

Interestingly, a Google© satellite view of North Adams and its closest analog Pittsfield show that much of 
downtown North Adams has already been demolished and emptied out. Pittsfield, though facing its own 
problems, appears to have many fewer vacant lots, although its CBD is almost as moribund, despite urban 
design efforts and abatements/subsidy programs to revitalize the city. 

 

North Adams, MA ς Main Street © 2011 Google © 2011 Tele Atlas 



 

Pittsfield, MA ς East Street © 2011 Google © 2011 Tele Atlas 

TƘŜ ŦƛƭƳƳŀƪŜǊΩǎ prescriptions for North Adams strike me as nearly irrelevant to a solution. North Adams 
cannot be άsolvedέ by more ά9ŘƛŦƛŎŜ /ƻƳǇƭŜȄέ projects or more government intervention and support.  

Economic development is meant to provide - as the tired old cliché goes - άa rising tide that lifts all boats."  
Nope.  While a community asset like the museum can thrive and attract visitors, the museum does not have 
the anchor tied around its neck that keeps the rest of North Adams tethered to the bottom: the prohibitively 
high cost of doing business.   

North Adams has a business and personal property tax rate of 32.83, nearly tied with Pittsfield.  
Massachusetts is nearly unique in United States in permitting localities to impose two different property tax 
rates one on residential and one on nonresidential.  The thinking behind this was to spare homeowners from 
high property taxes, and keep them in town. 

Well, that didn't work. From a high in 1940 of 22,200 people North Adams has steadily declined to a 2010 
census figure of 13,700.  When people leave, commerce follows.  As the North Adams tax rates show, the 
fewer the people and businesses, the higher the tax bills. Urbanologists recognize that as a death spiral.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

A small restaurateur (in a business with razor-thin margins) who wishes to make a go of it in North Adams will 
each and every year have to pay 2.5 times the tax in both buildings and equipment as opposed to Great 
Barrington which is low taxed and prosperous. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Restaurants, boutiques, galleries and other businesses which one would expect to prosper due the proximity 
of the museum start with a nearly insurmountable barrier of taxes.  The first table shows the rates on 
residential, non-residential and personal property 

 

Table 1 Data: Massachussetts Department of Revenue 2012, Tables created by the Center for the Studfy of Economics © 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

The following tables split the rates into residential and non-residential, and are also sorted by highest to 
lowest tax rates.  Not surprisingly, North Adams and Pittsfield maintain the highest tax rates for non-
residential parcels, with a corresponding barrier to private capital and labor investment 

                     

Table 2-3 Data: Massachussetts Department of Revenue, Tables created by the Center for the Studfy of Economics © 


