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Outline of Stakeholder Feedback Report

• Background and objectives

• Stakeholder Survey Analysis

• Stakeholder and regional leader interview findings

• Summary findings / themes 

• Next steps and potential actions / strategies
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Stakeholder Feedback for ERRP – Background 

and Objectives

• Funded by US Economic Development Administration (EDA) 
supplemental planning grant as part of the CARES Act

– Understand and respond to the economic injury caused by the COVID-
19 pandemic

– Create a framework for use by regional partners to prevent, prepare for, 
and respond to economic shocks

• Stakeholder feedback – core early task to obtain perspectives on 
COVID-19 impacts, communications and delivery of services 
issues, and start thinking about economic recovery strategies

– Survey of regional organizations, municipal leaders, and key businesses

– In-depth follow-up interviews with 10-12 stakeholders

– Develop findings, themes, and directions for strategy / action
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Survey of COVID-19 Impacts, Communications, 

Concerns, and Recovery Priorities

• Survey distributed on December 18, 2020 to approximately 80 

regional organizations, municipal leaders, and businesses

• Survey closed on January 8, 2021 – received 46 completed 

responses
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Impacts of COVID-19 on Franklin County 

organizations and businesses
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• Communications with stakeholders, re-working business model, closing work 

premises, costs for safety protocols and need to upgrade technology biggest impacts

• Very few had to furlough, layoff workers or reduce hours; transition to remote work 

was common but not a major impact to most



Does your organization have an emergency 

response plan / COOP?
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Yes No I don't know Not applicable

• 21 out of 46 

organizations have an 

emergency plan

• 63% of respondents 

would like more 

information on 

Continuing Of 

Operation Plans 

(COOPs) and 

emergency response 

plans



What worked well or did not work well 

responding to needs of clients/constituents?

What worked well:

• Clear and frequent communications

• Transitions to online / remote work and meetings

• Emphasis on transparency, flexibility with stakeholders

• Technology enhancements – phones, laptops, Zoom accounts, etc.

What did NOT work well:

• Too much information to process and frequency of updates/changes

• Some services (education, workforce training, co-work) and businesses can’t 

easily translate as a remote offer

• New costs incurred to quickly transition to remote service model
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Primary sources to receive information on 

COVID-19 pandemic
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• 44 out of 46 frequently use Commonwealth of MA / state agency web sites

• More than half used US CDC for info with national news, local newspapers, 

FRCOG and municipal government popular sources of info



Preferred ways to receive information on 

COVID-19 pandemic
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• 39 out of 46 prefer to receive info via emails, majority also prefer visiting web 

sites

• Large number would like to see interactive webinars on key topics

• Very few of respondents prefer social media or text messages



What are your top 2-3 immediate concerns for 

economic recovery from COVID-19?

• Wide variety of small business concerns

– Safety protocols for re-opening and uncertainty around when things will be closer 
to ‘normal’

– Re-opening and restarting business activities – costs 

– Re-filling Main Streets with lost businesses and providing customers with 
confidence that it’s safe to shop / dine

• Workforce challenges especially related to child care and remote 

school, difficulty in providing training, lack of funding

– Closure of multiple child care facilities and lost slots in Franklin County

• How to resume community and eco-tourism events

• General concerns around lack of government funding support and lower 

tax revenues for state/local government

• Uncertainties around vaccine distribution timing
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What is most needed to help the region’s 

economy recover from the COVID-19 pandemic?
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• State/federal funding most frequently cited followed by access to child care and 

housing assistance.

• Support for dislocated workers, small business grants, ‘buy local’ campaigns, 

and broadband internet access also noted by many respondents



What actions will help Franklin County become 

more resilient to withstand future economic crises?

Four (4) areas of strategic action based on responses:

• More support for local businesses – grants and funding, technical 

assistance, ‘buy local’ programs, etc.

• Increased/enhanced safety net to support workers – child care, 

housing, transportation, education

• More clarity on emergency response team/leadership and 

communications (single points of authority for the region)

• Better provision of affordable broadband internet access, emphasis 

on transition to online platforms, digital and social media literacy for 

people and businesses 
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What is most needed to address the challenges of 

equity, access and inclusion in Franklin County?

• Many weren’t sure – some calls for new regional dialogue on 

these issues and leadership response on diversity, equity and 

inclusion (DEI)

• Some mentioned working towards a living wage and income-

enhancing support for housing, child care, etc.

• Multiple calls for increased workforce training and education

• Suggestion to have a single point of contact to inventory needs, 

receive funds and distribute to trusted intermediaries (banks, 

CDCs, Community Action) to get targeted relief out quickly to 

those in the most need
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Can your organization act as a partner in 

responding to economic shocks / future crises?

• Many said yes and offered a variety of initiatives and programs, 

generally consistent with what they already offer

• Most private businesses said no

– But important to note that many businesses already engaged in 

aspects of local economic recovery (e.g., Greenfield Savings 

Bank and 93.9 The River supporting ‘buy local’ campaigns)

• The level of response suggests a broader, more expansive pool 

of organizations to partner on economic recovery
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Interview Findings with regional leaders, 

businesses, non-profit organizations

• Completed 12 follow-up, in-depth interviews with a wide-
range of regional and municipal leaders throughout 
Franklin County 

– Workforce development and education

– Municipal leaders in Franklin County communities

– Economic and community development organizations

– Chamber of commerce, small businesses

• Interviews focused on:

– Most significant impacts due to COVID-19

– What worked well, what needs to be improved

– Strategies and actions to help region recover more quickly
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Interview Findings – Most significant impacts 

due to COVID-19

• Uncertainty the overarching challenge surrounding business openings and how/when 

we can get back (closer) to normal

• Transition to remote work and the costs to upgrade phones, buy laptops, PPE and other 

equipment, set-up virtual programs (Zoom, Teams, WebEx, etc.) to run public meetings, 

boards, commissions, etc.

• Low-wage earners, including people of color and women, impacted with loss of jobs 

(restaurants, hospitality) and challenge of maintaining child care, transport, etc.

• Broadband internet connectivity issues more problematic during COVID-19 pandemic –

combination of infrastructure access (in pockets), affordability/cost, and lack of digital 

literacy and familiarity with social media and converting business online

• Increase in requests for help (small businesses, workers, social services) and the need 

to help people access available funding programs such as PPP, microenterprise loans, 

food systems funding, etc.

– Examples of low uptake in MA of key programs based on complexity of applying 

for small business grants (across the board)
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Interview Findings – What worked well in 

Franklin County response to COVID-19

• Most organizations were able to transition to remote work and other revised 

business models fairly smoothly (except those requiring in-person)

– Organizations like FCCDC and CISA able to quickly ramp up more direct support 

to small businesses and farms to apply for funding

– Orange (and Athol) used local access TV channel to broadcast public meetings 

and improve range of residents who can participate

• Regional coordination – close-knit set of regional organizations were able to 

collaborate on communications, program delivery, etc.

• Despite COVID-19, economic opportunities revealed in Franklin County such 

as sustained demand for manufacturing workers, increased recognition of 

eco-tourism and outdoor adventure opportunities (especially linked with local 

food/brewery/cider), and opportunity to attract remote workers

• Some government funding resources starting to help

– $800,000 grant from EDA CARES Act to FCCDC to facilitate more flexible lending 

to small/independent businesses

– MA Food Security Infrastructure Grant Program to help with capital expenses for 

farmers, food distribution, refrigeration, etc.
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Interview Findings – Challenges and areas to 

improve to better respond to future crises 

• Loss of funding due to fewer visitors (e.g., reduced room/meals tax revenue)

• Small towns in Franklin Co. still have limited or costly internet access (e.g., 

UMass study estimated 23% of Orange residents don’t have internet access)

• Lots of workers will need re-employment services

• Where to get resources to support small business re-opening and staffing to 

implement programs, write grants, deliver technical assistance? Need for 

more flexible funding for re-stocking inventory, software, etc.

• How to safely and effectively restart community events (e.g., River Rat Race, 

Green River Festival, Cider Days)?

• How to help local consumers avoid using Amazon or driving long-distance for 

their shopping?

• Upgrading region’s social media and local business online presence (e.g., 

move beyond Facebook to Twitter, Instagram, etc.)
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Interview Findings – Opportunities and 

priorities for economic recovery

• Regional employers are still looking to hire and would like to position for 

re-opening and growth opportunities

– Especially for manufacturing and eco-tourism – large number of ‘middle skills’ 

jobs – need for employer engagement in workforce training with partners along 

with greater flexibility in hiring decisions (can’t wait for the perfect candidate)

• Leverage new GCC initiatives like the Rural Innovation Center and the 

Entrepreneurship and Ideation Center

– Emphasis on linkage between business and community, supporting start-ups, 

creative economy and downtown Greenfield location

• Grow eco-tourism / outdoor recreation and link to farm to table 

movement and other local business opportunities

– Ensure farmer’s markets are approved and ready to open for spring/summer

• Positioning downtown Greenfield and other town centers to re-open, work to fill 

empty spaces, welcome new residents

– Ideas include: hosting a week-long reopening event; linking to Buy Local 

campaigns to support / promote local businesses; consistent marketing of the 

area for remote workers to relocate
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Themes and Potential Strategy Areas

Five themes emerged as potential strategy areas (or 

projects) for the next phase of Resiliency Planning:

1. Coordinated regional communications and information sharing

2. Buy Local – supporting local/independent businesses

3. More support for access to child care, transit, housing

4. Supporting near-term economic recovery – restarting small 

businesses and helping dislocated workers into quality jobs

5. Expand broadband internet access and digital media literacy
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Themes and Potential Strategy Areas

1. Coordinated regional communications and information sharing

– Broad consensus in having well-known, designated organizations take 

leadership on communications and information sharing for key areas

– Unlikely to be ‘one source’ for everything – more likely to be 1-2 

designated leaders for key areas, with other organizations agreeing to 

‘signpost’ to those web sites; for example:

o Small business support – Franklin County Chamber, FCCDC

o Public health – FRCOG 

o Social services – Community Action Pioneer Valley

o Workforce – MassHire Franklin Hampshire Workforce Board and 

Career Center 

– Recommend that this becomes an action project for the Resiliency Plan 

to develop agreed-upon leaders by topic area and how to resolve 

geographic jurisdictional differences
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Themes and Potential Strategy Areas

2. Buy Local – supporting local/independent businesses

– Strong interest in doing more to support and promote local businesses / concern 

that too much local spending is going to Amazon deliveries at expense of local 

businesses

– Franklin County Chamber currently leads with My Local MA along with FCCDC 

small business initiatives

– Opportunity to actively participate in Western Mass EDC’s new ‘Anchor 

Collaborative’ that seeks to increase local purchases from regional anchor 

institutions in Pioneer Valley (BayState, UMass)

3. More support for access to child care, transit, housing

– Mentioned as critically important by majority of survey respondents – long-term 

systemic challenge but COVID accelerated the need for better solutions (e.g., 

reduced capacity for child care and low-pay for child care workers)

– Opportunities to better promote what resources are available (e.g., Community 

Action) and galvanize advocacy across the state (e.g., for increased funding)
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Themes and Potential Strategy Areas

4. Supporting near-term economic recovery – restarting small 

businesses and helping dislocated workers into quality jobs

– Broad recognition that economic recovery in the coming months will require 

fundamental financial and technical assistance support to get businesses restarted 

and people back into work

– Examples include helping fund businesses restart costs (restocking inventory) or 

various job matching/navigation support for workers who haven’t been able to work 

(laid-off, lack of child care, etc.)

– Opportunity to expand workforce training and better align with industry needs (e.g., 

GCC’s Future of Work industry advisory committee and focus groups with 

workforce development leaders to identify rehiring needs)

– Recommend follow-on project to evaluate ways for Franklin County to increase 

support to: 1) access available small business and workforce funding programs, 

and 2) determine opportunities to supplement locally with regional 

investment/funding (e.g., Northampton Chamber of Commerce model)
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Themes and Potential Strategy Areas

5. Expand broadband internet access and digital media 
literacy

– Multi-decade effort to expand broadband internet connectivity made 
great progress in region, but pockets of unserved residents remain

– And even where available, it is not always affordable in terms of 
equipment, last mile and cost of service

– COVID has highlighted the critical need to keep working on broadband 
access and improving digital literacy

– Opportunity to attract residents and businesses hinges on having strong 
and affordable internet access (and cell service)

– Potential follow-on project could help to articulate these needs in Franklin 
County (“the work is not done”), and start identifying tangible projects to: 
1) fill missing internet access gaps; and 2) provide more digital and 
social media literacy training
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Recommended Next Steps

• Share survey/interview findings more broadly and leverage 
stakeholder interest from the survey

– Revive Franklin Regional Economic Development Initiative (FREDI) and 
consider expanding partners based on survey responses

• Determine which themes or strategy areas should become projects 
as part of this Resiliency and Recovery Plan

– Unprecedented federal (and state) funding via American Rescue Plan and 
anticipated ‘Build Back Better’ infrastructure plan provide opportunity to think 
strategically about how Franklin County should spend and invest resources, 
such as possible projects in broadband, workforce, child care, transit

• Share findings and lessons learned with other regional planning 
agencies (RPAs) in MA

– Determine which ideas or funding needs should be pursued and advocated 
for across the state
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For More Information:

Dan Hodge, Principal

Hodge Economic Consulting

dan@hodge-econ.com

413.588.8816

www.hodge-econ.com
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Questions?


