
Meriden Innovation Places Planning Grant Application as submitted on 0912/2016 
 

Please list all Partners* - Please See Attached 

 
1.Vision* 
What are the key motivating factors driving the applicant’s interest in the Innovation Places initiative? To the extent it is developed in this pre-planning phase, what is the overall vision the 
planning team shares for its Innovation Places plan and application? 
 

Meriden will leverage our unique resources and take advantage of new affordable housing, open spaces and improved public transportation to attract an 
innovative and dynamic workforce and transform downtown Meriden and its recently rezoned Transit Oriented Development (TOD) District into a center of 
entrepreneurial activity and high-quality urban living. As the geographic center of Connecticut and as an emerging transportation hub we aspire to be the 
Innovation Place (IP) that connects the north/south hubs - Hartford and New Haven and potential east/west hubs – Middletown and Waterbury, as well as serving 
neighboring towns by offering attractive opportunities for housing, commerce and recreation downtown. 

 

Planning Team 
 
2. Private-sector leadership (prerequisite)* 
What roles are people from the private sector taking in the planning process? 

 
Sean Moore, President of the Midstate Chamber of Commerce, will coordinate Private Sector participation in the planning process. The coalition he has formed 
has identified five private sectors areas as core targets and key participants in the planning process.  Dr. Drew Harris - professor, consultant, and entrepreneur - 
will provide facilitation and consulting services as part of the leadership team.    
 
Stakeholders from each sector have joined the planning leadership team (see attached Exhibit A for other planning team members and sector rationale): 
 
HEALTHCARE: Lynn Faria, Community Outreach Coordinator from MidState Medical Center. 
 
MANUFACTURING: Marc Nemeth, entrepreneur and business owner of Jonal Laboratories, a manufacturer of specialty polymers and other products for the 
aerospace industry and an anchor institution. 
 
FOOD SERVICE: Ralph Mesite, food service entrepreneur and co-owner of a Sonic franchise in CT and Harry Schwartz, former chef and culinary arts 
entrepreneur. 
 
ARTS: Chris Webster, Executive Director of Gallery 53 and the Arts and Crafts Association of Meriden. 
 
PRIVATE DEVELOPERS AND PROPERTY OWNERS: Rick Ross, developer of the 24 Colony mixed use project (63 rental units and 11,000 sf retail) in 
partnership with the Meriden Housing Authority. 
 
The following are also part of the private sector leadership team: Thomas Welsh, attorney and Chair of the Meriden Economic Development Corporation, and Pam 
Fields, Executive Director of the ARC of Meriden and Wallingford. 

 

3. Public-sector experience (prerequisite)* 
Please describe the experience members of the team have in implementing projects with several stakeholders, involving public funding and related disclosure requirements. 
 



The City of Meriden is committed to the transformation of its downtown. Previous projects led by the City include: the $850,000 CT DOT TOD Pilot grant, the 
$400,000 DECD TOD Planning and TOD Zoning Project, a $970,000 HUD Sustainable Communities Challenge Grant, and the $14 million Hub site reuse planning 
and implementation project. Juliet Burdelski, Director of Economic Development, will provide public sector planning leadership supported by Rob Seale, Director of 
Planning, Development and Enforcement, Paola Mantilla, Economic Development Associate, David Lowell, City Council member and Chair of the Economic 
Development Housing and Zoning Committee and Mayor Kevin Scarpati.  
 
 

4. Entrepreneurial experience (highly weighted)* 
Entrepreneurship is different from business ownership. An entrepreneur brings to life something that did not exist before. For the purposes of this application, the more positively disruptive 
to existing practices and norms an effort is, and the more impactful, the more entrepreneurial it will be considered. Please describe the experience of members of the planning team in 
creating new businesses and organizations that change the way businesses work or the way people accomplish their goals. 

 
All of the members of the private sector leadership team have substantial entrepreneurial experience that spans manufacturing (Marc Nemeth), food (Harry 
Schwartz, Ralph Mesite, Pam Fields), arts (Chris Webster, Sean Moore), real estate (Thomas Welch, Rick Ross), information technology (Drew Harris), 
educational Services (Pam Fields, Drew Harris), retail (Sean Moore, Drew Harris) and professional services (Lynn Faria, Thomas Welch, Drew Harris).  Our 
partner list is primarily composed of entrepreneurs and business owners. 

Shelly Kohler, CT-SBDC coordinator in Meriden, will participate as a stakeholder and participant in the IP planning process. 

  

 5. Research experience* 
To help places attract researchers and build a culture of collaboration among researchers and industry, it is important to have research scientists involved in the process. What is the 
experience of members of the planning team in scientific research? 

 
Dr. Drew Harris has published two books, seventeen journal articles and over thirty conference presentations on topics in management, strategy, entrepreneurship 
and public policy. He will coordinate the research requirements during the planning process. 
 
The Meriden Office of Economic Development contracts with the Connecticut Economic Resource Center (CERC) to provide marketing and market research 
assistance as warranted.   

 
 6. Planning process experience* 
How much experience do members of the team have in managing multi-stakeholder planning processes? 

 
Dr. Drew Harris has led strategic planning initiatives for corporations, not-for-profits and communities, and has served as operational leader for two large multi-
stakeholder initiatives – the Farmville (VA) Forty Families for Farmville response to Hurricane Katrina and for five years as President of the Council of Georgist 
Organizations, a twenty-plus member council of organizations seeking economic reform and justice. 
 
Throughout 17+ years as President of the Midstate Chamber, Séan Moore has led numerous strategic planning sessions, bard retreats and planning exercises 
with a variety of for-profit and not-for profit business groups and organizations.  He is currently a board member and chairs the Planning Committee of the 
Workforce Alliance. 
 
Juliet Burdelski has a Masters Degree in Urban Planning and has played a lead role in the completion of the City’s TOD Plan and Choice Neighborhoods 
Transformation Plan. 
 
 7. Diversity, and representation of population to be impacted* 
To what extent does the planning team represent diverse perspectives and experiences? How are the populations expected to be impacted by the Innovation Place Master Plan (especially 
people aged 18–44) represented on the planning team? 
 



Meriden’s planning partners represent diverse perspectives and experiences in that the members represent the target market sectors (education, arts, health care, 
manufacturing), the diversity of Meriden’s population (Hispanic majority in some parts of the city), targeted age groups (including age 18–44) and those with 
physical and mental disabilities. The planning team will conduct focus groups and surveys to incorporate opinions of students and recent alumni from surrounding 
universities (Yale, Wesleyan, University of Hartford, CCSU, Quinnipiac, etc.) and diverse residents from the TOD target area and the region.  The Meriden Office 
of Economic Development will provide Spanish translation services at meetings and in written materials throughout the planning process.   
 
8. Planning process funding match (highly weighted)* 
Please describe any funding that planning team members or other stakeholders are investing in the planning process as a match for CTNext funds. What are the terms of that funding? 

 
The City will provide in-kind matching sevices valued at $20,000: 300 hours for City staff Seale, Burdelski, Mantilla, use of the City’s communication tools including 
www.cityofmeriden.gov and meriden2020.com, and English to Spanish translation.   
 
Drew Harris will provide in-kind matching services valued at $5,000: facilitating and editing the planning grant application and developing survey instruments (25 
hours). 
 
The Midstate Chamber will provide in-kind services valued at $5,000: additional staff time (100 hours Moore and Chamber staff). 

Planning Process 
 
9. Clarity on who will write the plan (prerequisite)* 
Which entity or person will be responsible for producing a written plan? 

 
Drew Harris will take the lead role in developing the plan with assistance provided by the planning team members and key stakeholders.   

 
10. Quality of strategy development process (highly weighted)* 
Please describe the role of strategy development in the intended master planning process. How will the team discover and evaluate opportunities and risks? How will the process lead to a 
plan of highly impactful actions that develop and use community capabilities to take advantage of those opportunities and risks? 
 

There will be four phases of the planning process: Context analysis, targeted stakeholder input, community engagement and drafting/editing. 
 
Context analysis will include secondary research on local and regional assets in the targeted sectors, demographics, and benchmarking other innovative places. 
Primary research will include:  a) identifying the most likely catalytic investments and activities to revitalize the downtown business district and b) identifying the 
factors that inhibit state citizens, especially young people, from recognizing the opportunities and attractiveness of Meriden for business and residence.  
 
Targeted stakeholder input will include focus group meetings, followed by surveys and “town hall” meetings to build consensus about the vision of Meriden’s future 
and possible paths to that vision. We will seek to stimulate decisions for private investments and to identify critical m issing components that are not “owned” by a 
private entity but which could be accomplished through an IP Implementation Grant. The CCSU School of Business and the Entrepreneurship Foundation have 
agreed to partner with Meriden in exploring possibilities for bringing collegiate entrepreneurship programs to Meriden. 
 
The planning committee will develop a communication plan for engaging citizens and bringing them to town hall meetings where citizens can learn and express 
themselves about leadership’s vision for Meriden. 
 
The final phase will be to draft a plan, circulate it among stakeholders, share it with citizens, and revise it as necessary, allowing time for multiple iterations.  The 
plan will include specific recommendations and budgets for implementation phases.   
 
11. Baseline data collection plan* 
What are the plans for collection of data and information to understand the risks, opportunities and capabilities of the applicant community? 

http://www.cityofmeriden.gov/


 
Meriden has a host of baseline data to be used as a foundation for the IP plan, including:  

 

- The City’s Plan of Conservation and Development and TOD Zoning Ordinance that concentrates new development around the new Mer iden Transit Center and 
commuter rail service (see: http://www.cityofmeriden.org/Content/Planning_Division/) 
 

- The TOD Master Plan (2012) and TOD Market Assement (2013), which outlined goals and strategies to bring TOD to downtown Meriden (see:  
http://www.meriden2020.com/FileRepository/Admin/)  
 

- Choice Neighborhoods Transformation Plan (2016). 

 

Also, we will inventory businesses and available rental space (residential and commercial) in the TOD district and use data from the CERC Town Profiles as a 

baseline for various outcome indicators (unemployment, relative in/out-bound commuters, HH median income, etc.).  

 
12. Governance structure for planning process (highly weighted)* 
Please describe the roles, relationships and responsibilities of participants in the planning process. And what is the planning process timeline? 
 

We anticipate use of the Collective Impact model of collaboration.  The leadership/facilitation team has created a common set of goals and an agenda. This group 
will continue to provide leadership.  We will convene successively larger and more disparate groups representing organizations and individuals to continue to 
mediate individual “needs” and collective desires to refine the current goals and agendas to reflect the greater whole. From this context we can objectively analyze 
our current strengths and weaknesses and focus on the list of solutions that works for the greater whole. 

 
13. Quality of stakeholder and community engagement (highly weighted)* 
Please describe plans for stakeholder and community engagement in the planning process. 

 
Meriden already has engaged its communities through processes like Choice Neighborhood, TOD Planning, and Promise Neighborhood.  Individuals and groups 
regularly collaborate. The Midstate Chamber engages and convenes diverse groups on a daily basis.  With a robust database already populated with stakeholders 
(individuals, businesses and organizations), we can easily communicate and coordinate event management (planning, invitations, registrations, meeting notes and 
distribution of meeting minutes). Our substantial list of committed partners are eager to participate. 

 

Place 
 
14. Intent to have zoning for mixed-use development (20%) (prerequisite)* 
Public Act 16-3 requires that a “significant” portion of Innovation Place impact areas be zoned for mixed-use development. CTNext interprets this as meaning that 20% of developable 
square footage must be zoned for mixed-use development, which may include other innovative planning approaches, before greater than 20% of funds can be released. Please show 
evidence of the community’s intent to zone for mixed-use development in the Innovation Places impact area(s). 
 

Meriden has already adopted a mixed-use Hybrid Form-Based Zoning Code in 2013 and 100% is in the targeted area (See Exhibit B – Map of TOD district).   

 
15. Public transportation accessibility (prerequisite)* 
Describe accessibility in and from the applicant community to public transit, defined in Public Act 16-3 as: “The New Haven rail line (including the Danbury, Waterbury, and New Canaan 
branch lines), the Shore Line East rail line, the New Haven-Hartford-Springfield rail line, and the New Britain to Hartford [FasTrak] and any planned expansion of [FasTrak].” 

 
Meriden connects New Haven and Hartford via public transit bus and fixed rail service. The upgraded New Haven-Hartford-Springfield rail line, set to begin 
commuter rail service in 2018, will dramatically improve commuter (and tourist) access within the state and beyond. ConnDOT is constructing a $20 million transit 
center in Meriden alongside a 273-space commuter parking garage and an 80-space surface parking lot.  The City also has $7 million for “complete streets” 

http://www.cityofmeriden.org/Content/Planning_Division/
http://www.meriden2020.com/FileRepository/Admin/


construction in downtown, including enhanced pedestrian sidewalks, bump-out removal, restoration of two-way traffic, and expansion of the Quinnipiac River 
Linear Trail into downtown Meriden.  There are three local CT Transit bus routes that utilize the Meriden Train Station as the hub.  The “M Link” bus connects 
Meriden and Middletown. A variety of taxi and limousine services are also available in the district. 

 

16. Presence of anchor institutions (prerequisite)* 
Please describe the presence in the community of anchor institutions and their relevance to, and/or engagement around, innovation and entrepreneurship. Public Act 16-3 describes an 
anchor institution as “an entity having a significant and stable presence in the community, including, but not limited to, an institution of higher education, hospital, major corporation, 
research institution, business incubator or business accelerator.” CTNext interprets this to include other kinds of institutions too, such as arts institutions, and interprets the above 
description to imply institutions whose presence benefits innovation and entrepreneurship activity. CTNext considers the degree to which institutions are anchored in their community to be 
important. 

 
Midstate Medical Center, the Community Health Center (CHC), Jonal Laboratories, and Middlesex Community College are key anchor institutions with a stable 
presence in the community and are committed to participating in the IP planning process.  

 

17. Existing research and/or entrepreneurship activity (prerequisite)* 
Please give an overview of the level of scientific research, development, commercialization and entrepreneurship activity currently under way in the applicant community. 

 
Meriden continues to see economic and job growth driven by local business owners and entrepreneurs.  Jonal Laboratories recently celebrated 50 years in 
business and signed a $13 million supplier contract with Pratt and Whitney.  Trifecta Ecosystems, Inc (formerly FRESH Farm Aquaponics, Inc) and NESIT 
Makerspace are two local groups of young entrepreneurs working in Meriden.  Wire and conductor manufacturer Accel International was awarded $3 million in 
state bond funds backed by over $15 million in private funds to expand their operations from 75 employees in 2015 to a projected 150 employees by 2018.  
Aperture Optical Sciences, a manufacturer of high tech laser optics used in satellites, recently acquired a 20,000 sf manufacturing facility and plans to relocate 18 
jobs and create up to 10 new jobs that are high paying, engineering and scientific jobs in Meriden. The City, Chamber and SBDC have cooperated to support 
these and other businesses by providing small business training, business planning, marketing assistance, and access to capital (loans and grants).  In 2015, the 
City assisted 16 Meriden business owners (including four restaurants and two manufactures) access capital and incentives through private, local, state and federal 
programs for their business growth. 

 

18. Quality of amenities (e.g., vibrancy, streetscape, meeting places, entertainment, arts)* 
Talented people are required to fuel the growth of innovative enterprises. Increasingly, such people want to live and work in vibrant places where they will be inspired, find people to learn 
from and work with, where life is exciting. This implies amenities like restaurants, bars, sidewalk cafes, coffee shops, walkable, bikeable streets, active arts scene, historic structures, 
popular live music venues, parks, water access, gyms and so on. Please provide evidence of the presence and use by the population of key amenities in the community likely to attract 
talented people. 
 

Meriden is located minutes away from Connecticut’s largest population and job centers – New Haven, Middletown, New Britain, Hartford, and Waterbury – and at 
the mid-point between Boston and New York City. With relatively lower housing prices and the largest municipally owned park system in New England, Meriden’s 
suburban neighborhoods are attractive for families looking to strike a balance between affordability, commuting convenience and recreational open space.  
 
Meriden’s downtown hosts many community assets. The following are within walking distance (approx.. 1/4 mile) of the Meriden Transit center: 14-acre Meriden 
Green, Cedar Park, Public Library, City Hall, Board of Education, Boys & Girls Club, Girls, Inc., Middlesex Community College (13,000 sq. ft. serving 600 
students), Midstate Chamber of Commerce (550 members), CT Works, Gallery 53, Wepa Art Studio, Art Capsule, Studios at 55, Castle Craig Players, Casa 
Boricua, Women and Families Center, Senior Center, YMCA, Community Health Center, Augusta Cultural Center and Mills Housing (See Exhibit B – Downtown 
Map).  Other major community assets are within a short driving distance: Westfield Mall, Midstate Medical Center, and the 2,000-acre Hubbard Park. Many of 
these are attractive to young families and singles. 
 
Further, Yale University, Wesleyan University, Trinity College, University of New Haven, University of Hartford, Central Connecticut State University (CCSU), 
Southern Connecticut State College, and Albertus Magnus College are within a one-half hour drive.   
 



The “Meriden Green” officially opened on September 9, 2016.  This 14 acre park provides a “town green” gathering space, including a signature foot bridge and 
amphitheater, to be utilized for various activities like a Farmers’ Market, community fairs, concerts, business expos and small circuses.   
 
Meriden has a modest but diverse downtown food scene with coffee shops and ethnic restaurants (Including American, Chinese, Dominican, Italian, Mexican, 
Middle Eastern, Puerto Rican, etc.). The central business district has a flexible outdoor dining ordinance.   

 
19. High-speed Internet/broadband access* 
Please describe the access individuals, businesses and institutions have to high-speed Internet service in the community. 

 
Cox Communications and Frontier Communications offer broadband and high-speed internet access throughout the City of Meriden.  Service is especially robust 
in the central business district with the main Frontier switch on Butler Street.  Public Wi-Fi is currently available on Colony and West Main Streets and will expand 
to the Meriden Green and Transit Center. 

 

20. Mixed-income housing accessibility* 
It is important for talent attraction, idea sharing, community building, street vibrancy, convenience and equity that people working in and near Innovation Places be able to live nearby. As 
far as is relevant to the need noted above, please describe the amount of housing, of various types and at various prices, available within a one-, five-, 10- and 20-minute non-auto-based 
commute to the applicant community, and the amount slated for development in the next five years. 

 
Recent studies noted "very low vacancy" and projected demand for 600 to 1000 new rental units through 2017 in the TOD District. A $30M mixed use development 
at 24 Colony Street (63 rental units and a 270-space ConnDOT parking structure) is under construction. Also planned are, a $25M mixed use development at 161-
177 State Street (75 rental units), and 432 new mixed income housing units and over 33,000 square feet of rentable commercial space on four city-owned sites 
over the next five years. 

 

21. Relation to larger region and leverage of regional assets* 
Describe the way the planning process will develop relationships that will leverage regional assets and build regional cooperation and competitiveness. 

 
Meriden is uniquely poised to connect assets throughout central Connecticut. We are the geographic center of CT with superior transportation access, affordable 
housing and commercial space, a downtown with attractive amenities, and strong civic leadership. Because we bridge the gap between centers of commerce – 
Hartford, New Haven, Middletown, Waterbury – we attract businesses like Aperture Optical Sciences. For others, such as a new state-wide not-for-profit 
organization, Meriden emerged as the most convenient and logical meeting place. MidState Medical Center works with researchers from all the medical research 
facilities in the state; this attracts business opportunities, such a medical device manufacturers, as well as provide superior health care to city residents and 
neighboring communities. 
 
Meriden should be attractive to the creative set – artists, inventors, and entrepreneurs – that are key to innovative places. The planning process aims to develop 
relationships with businesses, educational institutions and young entrepreneurs that are critical to the success of a thriving TOD District. We seek to understand 
what barriers inhibit the creative set from making Meriden their home base. We have enlisted representative of higher education to help us gain access and 
understanding of the needs and wants of their creative students and alumni. We will explore what services we needs to provide to entice universities to bring 
program activities (accelerator programs, hack-a-thons, shared course work, small business consulting, etc.) and associated creative people to Meriden. 
 
In the planning process we will examine how to better craft and communicate our message that Meriden is an attractive place for living and commerce. By 
determining the strategies that will attract the creative class and how to communicate the opportunity to them, we will leverage the $60 million in local, state and 
federal funding already allocated for public infrastructure, housing and transportation projects, and the planned $110 million in private investments downtown.  

 

 


