
Initial Data Review

Amesbury Downtown & Lower Millyard District

Data for Discussion

January 2022



Household Resilience

Basic Community Profile

Age Distribution
Nearly 30% of Amesbury’s population
is under 25 years old, second only to
the population between 45 and 64
years old. Roughly 20% of
households with children are led by
single mothers - slightly below the
national average of 23%.

Race and Ethnicity
The majority of Amesbury’s
population, 94%, identifies as
white. While there is variability
in socioeconomic status of the
city’s majority population,
Amesbury’s BIPOC community
faces socioeconomic
disparities relating to health
insurance and homeownership.

Average Residence
Amesbury maintains a fairly stable mix of
homeowner and renter households. Roughly
68% of residents are homeowners and 32% are
renters. The average residence of homeowners
is 16.2 years, just over double the average
length of residence for renters.



Household Economy

Cost-Burdened Households
Nearly 35% of Amesbury’s
households are cost-burdened,
indicating that households spend
30% or more of their gross income
on housing costs. Even prior to
COVID-19’s impact on the
household economy, 29% of
homeowner households were
cost-burdened, compared to
nearly 63% of renter households.

ACS Enhanced Data, Baseline January 2021

Household Income
Just over 6% of households in Amesbury live below the poverty line. However, many
households in Amesbury do not make above the living wage, estimated by MIT and defined as
the income needed to meet minimum standards of living given local costs. Over a quarter of
local residents in two-person (two adult), households do not make a living wage. Further, in a
two-person household of one adult and one child, over 43% of residents do not make a living
wage.

As might be expected based on
cost-burdened housing estimates,
this inability to make the living
wage falls disproportionately on
Amesbury’s renting population.
Renter households in Amesbury
have a median household income
of 43,601 dollars — below the
living wage of a household with 1
adult and 1 child in Essex County
as well as that of two adults living
in Essex County — whereas
owner-occupied households have a
median household income of
108,690 dollars.



Health Insurance
Health insurance plays a key role in
household stability. Prior to the
economic shock caused by the
pandemic, Amesbury faced health
insurance coverage disparities.
Although nearly 100% of white
residents had health insurance
coverage, only 83% of Black or
African American households were
insured — magnified by disparities in
median household income. With
many residents receiving health
insurance through their employers,
high rates of unemployment during
the COVID-19 pandemic period may
have further eroded household
stability, particularly for Amesbury’s
Black/African American residents.

Resident Occupational Profile

Education
Amesbury residents vary in educational
attainment with a quarter of the
population holding a GED and another
quarter holding a Bachelor’s Degree.
Amesbury residents have significantly
higher educational attainment than
residents county-wide. Just over 16% of
Essex County residents hold a
bachelor’s degree or higher, significantly
lower than the roughly 40% of Amesbury
residents holding a bachelor’s degree or
higher. Although most jobs postings in
the greater Amesbury labor market do
not list required educational attainment,
a majority of those that do, require a
GED or Bachelor’s degree - matching
and capitalizing on the City’s educational
attainment.



Job Postings Analysis

Beyond Amesbury’s existing labor supply, within a 30-mile radius of the city the top programs
among college graduates include business, management, marketing, and related support
services; health professions and related programs; education; engineering; and psychology.
These programs correspond to several of the most popular job postings in the region of
Amesbury over the past 5 years — specifically registered nurses, childcare workers, home
health and personal care aides, and physical therapists — as well as Amesbury’s most common
occupations. This data does not include self-employed workers who consist of nearly 10% of
Amesbury’s population and will be critical to the expansion of the Lower Millyard.



COVID-19: A Local Economy Stress Test (2020-2021)

Employment Vulnerability
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic,
Amesbury faced unemployment rates below
that of Essex County with the exception of
April 2020. The peak in unemployment, at
16.6%, occurred in April of 2020 under
mandatory business closing orders as
COVID-19 began to spread throughout New
England. Following the conclusion of
business closing orders in June-July 2020,
Amesbury’s unemployment rate returned in
August 2020 to just over one percentage
point higher than that of January 2020,
having thereby nearly recovered to
pre-COVID levels. This indicates
considerable resilience in Amesbury’s labor
market and business activity in the face of an
acute shock to the local, regional, and
national economy if and when income
support to households, payroll liquidity
support to small businesses (e.g., Paycheck
Protection Program loans), and Federal
Reserve Bank interest rate support at the
macroeconomic level is provided by federal
and state governments. The COVID-19
experience does not provide evidence of
local economic resilience and vulnerability in
the context of an economic shock event
without such mitigating supports.



Occupational Employment Vulnerability
Amesbury’s top 5 occupations faced varying unemployment levels - with most facing peak
unemployment in the spring of 2020. Following the initial peak in unemployment across all major
occupational categories, as the first wave of COVID-19 arrived in New England, there were
secondary peaks in Management occupations in November-December 2020 and in Food
Preparation and Serving occupations in December 2020-February 2021. That latter peak in food
services industry unemployment occurred coincident with Amesbury’s peak in COVID-19 cases
in January 2021. Although that peak was far below the nearly 40% unemployment level in food
services during mandatory lockdowns in the spring of 2020, this second peak occurred nearly a
year into measures taken by businesses to adapt to the COVID shock. Therefore, the
secondary 10% spike in unemployment suggests remaining vulnerabilities in this important area
of downtown Amesbury business activity, which represented 19% of the total downtown retail
and food services trade in the pre-COVID period. As food services businesses make a
substantial contribution to local resident quality of life (i.e., residential attractiveness) as well as
for local business employees (i.e., business location attractiveness) and as part of destination
visits and shopping trips (i.e., visitor attractiveness), understanding the current status of food
services businesses and mechanisms available to renew and increase their resilience will be an
important factor for any strategy for the Downtown/Lower Millyard District.



Industry Employment Vulnerability
Like occupational unemployment rates, Amesbury’s five dominant industries each saw a peak in
unemployment rates during the first COVID-19 shock to the regional and national economy in
the spring of 2020. However, when COVID-19 cases peaked in Amesbury in January 2021 only
construction saw a secondary increase in unemployment, albeit only to the 5% level. This level
of unemployment in Q1-2021 is equivalent to that indicated for Q1-2020 prior to the COVID-19
shock. Therefore, since available local-level unemployment rates are not seasonally adjusted,
the indicated Q1-2021 spike in construction’s unemployment rates likely only indicates a typical
winter season reduction in business activity given a similar increase in the construction
industry’s unemployment during the winter months of pre-COVID seasons. The figure may even
indicate an increase in normal seasonal employment reflecting increased COVID period
expenditures on home improvements. These figures, across industries, may indicate substantial
resilience in the industry in the face of shocks that 1) are accompanied by the provision of
government income and payroll supports and 2) increase the attractiveness of residential
locations outside of major urban centers.



Amesbury as a Destination
The economic stress test Amesbury has experienced throughout the COVID-19 pandemic
impacted trips to, from, and within Amesbury for a variety of purposes. Shutdowns of
businesses and other places of work for extended periods of time, and shifting to remote work
led to decreases in trips to Amesbury for work, but also for shopping and eating employees may
have made before or after work. As Amesbury looks to become a greater destination in Essex
County, understanding what efforts the City has taken previously and can continue to take to
become an even more attractive destination for both regular workday and weekend visits by
reliable visitor groups of visitors is key.

The data in this section outlines trips within Amesbury as well as trips from municipalities whose
residents, since 2020, made the most trips to Amesbury. We use the data on average trips in
January-February 2020 as a pre-COVID baseline to help us understand how trips have changed
during the pandemic, and for June-July 2020 as a baseline for re-opening or
return-to-new-normal trends. Ideally, this data would use two pre-COVID baselines: one for the
2019 summer season and one for the 2020 winter season, recognizing that travel patterns differ
by season, but access to the detailed trip data used–derived from a large sample of cell phone
location changes–begins in January 2020.

Amesbury as a Weekend and Weekday Destination
The graphs below present weekend and weekday trip data to Amesbury and a series of key
events and promotional activities that may have impacted trips to Amesbury, which include
statewide reopenings, Amesbury’s peak in COVID-19 cases, and promotional efforts led by the
City. The trips indicated originated in Amesbury, Salisbury, Newburyport, and Seabrook since
the highest trip counts before and during the pandemic originated in those three municipalities.

Weekend trips to Amesbury reached their highest levels during the studied period in June-July
of 2020, during the first reopening from the March-May 2020 COVID-19 lockdowns, and began
to rise significantly again in March of 2021. Although these travel recoveries were mostly driven



by local Amesbury residents making local trips, trips from Seabrook, Salisbury, and Newburyport
—— three of the most popular origins for trips to Amesbury since 2020 —— also contributed to
a rise in trips to Amesbury. These two moments in time correspond with a series of efforts from
City and State officials. In June and July of 2020, the state of Massachusetts allowed more
businesses to reopen including indoor dining, gyms, movie theaters. Simultaneously, Amesbury
launched a series of promotional efforts around this time including the Back to Business
e-newsletter and the resident newsletter. In March of 2021, outdoor dining reopened and
vaccine clinics began in Amesbury.



Weekday trips to Amesbury spiked in July of 2020 and as of the summer of 2021 were also on
an upward trajectory with increases in trips within Amesbury as well as to Amesbury from
Seabrook, Salisbury, and Newburyport. The July 2020 spike coincided with statewide business
reopenings as well as the aforementioned promotional efforts led by the City of Amesbury. The
gradual increase in trips over the course of 2021 coincides with a series of statewide and
City-led efforts. Across the state, March marked the reopening of outdoor dining and the
beginning of vaccination efforts that only continued throughout 2021. Simultaneously, the City
continued promotional efforts started in the summer of 2020 and launched further efforts in
June-July 2021 including Amesbury days and Thursday night outdoor music downtown.



Competing Destinations
Although the data at our disposal does not include pre-COVID summer trip counts to
understand how summer of 2020 compared to a pre-COVID summer, the 2020 trip counts are
used below as a baseline to understand recovery between 2020 and 2021. The table below
outlines the percentage change in eating and shopping trips on weekdays and weekends from a
series of locations  —— with Newburyport and Seabrook selected given the high traffic between
Amesbury and the two municipalities before and during the COVID pandemic and their
competition with Amesbury as different kinds of local shopping and eating destinations.

Between the summer of 2020 and the summer of 2021, eating trips to Amesbury made a strong
recovery both on weekdays and weekends capturing an especially higher number of trips from
Newburyport in the summer of 2021 than in the summer of 2020. Restaurants across the United
States took a significant hit during the pandemic due to social distancing requirements, leading
restaurants to adopt creative outdoor dining and takeout approaches. Amesbury restaurants
showed resilience with significant increases in eating trips as the pandemic progressed not only
from local residents, but across the greater Amesbury region including competing destinations.
Nonetheless, as noted below,  employment in Amesbury’s food services industry establishments
did not fully recover from the initial 2020 COVID-19 shock.

Shopping trips made less of a rebound from the summer of 2020. Both weekday and weekend
shopping trips from locations in Amesbury as well as Seabrook declined in July 2021 relative to
the June-July 2020 period. However, total weekday shopping trips, as well as shopping trips
from Newburyport, continued to increase through July 2021. With increased access to vaccines
and a shift from work from home to hybrid or in-person work trips to Amesbury, it does appear
that the City has been able to capitalize on greater foot traffic with total weekday shopping trips
increasing. The summer of 2020 saw a significant increase in local shopping trips made by
Amesbury residents, coinciding with citywide shop local promotional efforts. Finding ways to
continue these efforts with a focus on shoppers in Amesbury and in Newburyport, and
potentially Seabrook in spite of the sales tax advantage may have a significant impact on local
shopping trips in the future.

Weekend Weekday

Change in Eating
Trips Summer 2020
to Summer 2021

Change in Shopping
Trips Summer 2020
to Summer 2021

Change in Eating
Trips Summer 2020
to Summer 2021

Change in Shopping
Trips Summer 2020
to Summer 2021

From Amesbury 16.82% -21.31% 46.14% -11.60%

From Newburyport 75.00% 3.61% 100.00% 16.27%

From Seabrook 8.51% -8.46% 37.33% -11.43%

From Anywhere 56.91% -2.57% 57.72% 16.88%



COVID Period Changes in Downtown Small Business Sales:
Strength/Weaknesses

The COVID period has put downtown Amesbury small business through their own stress and
adaptability test. Added to the continuing shift in retailing towards online purchasing and home
delivery, COVID-19 restricted public gathering and business operations in ways that might
otherwise be evidenced during extreme weather, flooding, or other natural events that reduce
downtown business access.

The below figure indicates estimated impacts on a full range of retail and food services areas
over the period of Q2-2020 until Q3-2021. Across Massachusetts and the U.S., the most severe
retail sector impacts of COVID restrictions were felt in the areas of travel and hospitality, and
restaurants. However, restaurants and food service providers throughout the U.S. responded by
adopting take-out and home delivery solutions. Downtown Amesbury restaurants showed such
resilience, increasing sales during the COVID period in response to increased local and
non-resident food services demand (A).



Another cluster of retail areas (B) also exhibited resilience. Downtown retailers in building
materials and garden supplies, health and personal care goods, beer and wine, and food and
groceries increased sales during the COVID period even as local demand remained at
pre-COVID levels or increased only slightly.

In the area of clothing and accessories, and in particular women’s and family clothing, both
downtown sales and local demand declined (C). (Downtown Amesbury offered minimal supply
of men’s clothing prior to COVID-19.) This is of course attributable to two nationwide aspects of
the COVID period economy: reduced need for in-office and social gathering attire, and
increased online retailing of clothing.

Another cluster of retail areas (D) showed less resilience, exhibiting reduced sales in spite of
increased local demand. These include furniture & home furnishings, electronics & appliance
stores, jewelry stores, hobby & musical instrument stores, used merchandise stores, and pet
stores. Excepting perhaps used merchandise (eBay aside), these retail goods areas have also
faced sustained online retail competition, which likely increased during the COVID period.
However, many small retailers of such goods nationwide have also supplemented their local
storefront sales via online platforms such as Amazon and Etsy, if not also through bespoke
websites. Therefore, reduced sales by these downtown retailers may reflect the slow adoption
of online sales channels, potentially meriting a collective response. Additionally, since these
categories of goods are often associated with recreational, experience-oriented destination
shopping trips, reduced COVID period sales despite increased demand suggests the need to
design Downtown/Lower Millyard promotion and programming (e.g., festivals, markets, special
sales offerings, and other events) in ways that prevent and mitigate conditions that reduce
access and social gathering.

On a dollar basis, the largest estimated shifts in reduced downtown sales relative to changing
local area demand were in the following areas:

In the food services and drinking places area (NAICS 722), local demand dropped to an
estimated 89% of pre-COVID levels, but local restaurants and other eating/drinking places
increase sales 110%, representing an increase of $268,000 in sales to residents outside of the
downtown area.

Downtown beer, wine, and liquor shops (NAICS 4453) faced an increased downtown resident
demand that was 110% of pre-COVID levels but increased sales by 131% of pre-COVID levels,
representing an increase of $51,000 in sales to non-downtown residents.

Conversely, in the area of sporting goods, hobby, musical instrument stores (NAICS 4511), local
demand increased to 114% of pre-COVID levels, but local sales declined to 32% of pre-COVID
levels, resulting in a leakage of downtown resident demand in a goods area that previously had
a $136,000 sales surplus to non-downtown residents.



Sizing Manufacturer-Maker-Retail Opportunity at District Scale

A key factor of competitiveness for specialized, local manufacturing and maker economies is the
unique potential to develop cost-effective and ‘sticky’ access to local and regional buyers. The
development of reliable ‘buy-local’ purchasing and customer loyalty arrangements allows local
producers to efficiently capture margins that would otherwise accrue to larger wholesale and
retail (including online) businesses.

Buy-local economic development strategies involve the establishment of
producer-wholesaler-retailer businesses or business alliances that are supported by the
municipality and local business and civic organizations through local and regional buy-local
branding and marketing, local public markets and events (e.g., tours, festivals), online marketing
and sales to niche consumer groups, and local shopper loyalty programs and mechanisms (e.g.,
local money schemes). When local purchasing arrangements involve the attraction of
destination visits in or adjacent to downtowns (e.g., to maker/artisan studio buildings, or to
markets), these visits also increase the awareness and sales of local retail and food services
businesses, which may also serve as sales outlets for locally produced items.

Such manufacturing-maker-retailer economies contribute to local and regional economic
resilience in the face of supply chain disruptions in the broader economy, and differentiate local
economic positioning from the geographic hubs of large retail chains and platforms.

The below figure indicates areas of wholesale and retail market potential for further coordinated
local producer, maker, and retailer development within the context of a strategy for the
Downtown/Lower Millyard as an integrated central economic district.

The products that are least available to local consumers from retailers in Essex County, Greater
Amesbury, and Amesbury are:

● Floor coverings
● Home furnishings
● Women’s clothing
● Men’s clothing
● Hobby products

and musical
instruments

● Selected
electronics and
appliances

● Hardware
● Jewelry
● Cosmetics and

beauty supplies

● Luggage and
leather goods

● Art

Most metro markets in the U.S. now host customized, artisanal or other specialized,
smaller-scale production for local/regional consumers in each of the above product categories
(excepting electronics).

When considering the viability of creating specific buy-local producer-wholesaler-retailer
business opportunities in the Amesbury Downtown/Lower Millyard District, the following should
be considered:



● Synergies between product areas. For instance, people making trips in search of home
furnishings may also consider buying other home products, such as floor coverings and
art, during the same trip.

● Synergies between shopping trips for different types of products and other visitation
activities (e.g., combination of visits to craftsperson or artisan studios with meals, drinks,
and other forms of tourism).

● The proximity of underserved buyers/consumers, considering shopping behaviors for
different types of products, including competing online shopping items. For instance,
consumers would typically make longer trips to search for bespoke items (e.g., art,
jewelry, furniture) versus consumables or standardized, mass-produced items.

To understand the proximity of underserved consumers of the above product areas, the below
figure indicates the potential opportunities at three scales:
❖ Amesbury Downtown/Lower Millyard District production opportunities to serve regional

(i.e., Essex County) consumer demand that is undersupplied by Essex County
businesses (row A)

❖ Amesbury Downtown/Lower Millyard District production opportunities to serve greater
Amesbury consumer demand that is undersupplied by greater Amesbury businesses
(row B)

❖ Amesbury Downtown/Lower Millyard District production opportunities to serve Amesbury
consumer demand that is undersupplied by Amesbury businesses (row C)



Product areas that are undersupplied by retailers at multiple scales suggest a larger local
producer opportunity. This is particularly the case for product areas where existing District
retailers are already attracting outside customers (columns 2 & 3), suggesting patterns of
shopping visitation to the District. Where retail sales to outside customers is greater than
$100,000 (column 3) there may be potential for an entirely new small retail business or market
in the District.

Column 1 in the above figure indicates product areas that are undersupplied by businesses in
the District to resident consumers of the District. The business and product areas listed in this
column indicate potential opportunities to better meet the needs of District residents (thereby
staving off the leakage of their own consumer expenditures) while also attracting regional
customers on the basis of specialized local production and retail/shopping experiences.



Detailed Retail Snapshots

Local Retail Snapshot 1.1



Local Retail Snapshot 1.2 (Part 1)



Local Retail Snapshot 1.2 (Part 2)



Local Retail Snapshot 1.3 (Part 1)



Local Retail Snapshot 1.3 (Part 2)


