
By Allison Chisolm, 
Correspondent
The business of pot is hot. When 

Clark University and the Worcester 
Regional Chamber of Commerce 
co-sponsored a panel discussion 
on the emerging cannabis industry 
in Massachusetts last November, 
interest was so great they relocated 
to a larger venue to accommodate 
the nearly 200 attendees. 
In the end, discussion of the 

historic legalization of cannabis 
in the Commonwealth of 
Massachusetts took place in a 
historic setting – Mechanics Hall.
Since voters in the 2016 state 

election passed a ballot petition 
to legalize adult use of marijuana, 
both state and local governments 
have grappled with the implications 
for health care, public safety, social 
service agencies, and employers.
In that time, the state’s Cannabis 

Control Commission established 
regulations detailing the licensing, 
production, and sale of marijuana, 
but each town has developed its 
own host agreement for those 
businesses. 
“Municipal officials were seeking 

policy guidelines,” said John LaBrie, 
dean of the School of Professional 
Studies and associate provost 
for graduate education at Clark 
University. In late 2018, many local 
leaders felt unprepared for this 

new retail market in what remains 
a controlled substance that, with 
overuse, presents health and safety 
challenges similar to those of 
alcohol and prescription drugs. 
The dean’s faculty colleagues 

engaged in conversations on ways 
to extend the school’s public policy 
programs to meet the needs of 
these towns – traditional employers 
of its graduate students.
“People are struggling with” 

cannabis legalization as a public 
policy issue, said Mr. LaBrie. 
With a longstanding master of 

public administration graduate 
program, Clark sees its role as 
an education institution to equip 
people to tackle such issues and, in 
June 2019, the school announced 
the creation of a new graduate 
certificate in regulatory affairs for 
cannabis control – the first in the 
nation and completely online.
“We didn’t set out to be 

innovators,” said Mr. LaBrie, but 
the school did meet demand from 
an underserved market. Ten other 
states have legalized marijuana 
in recent years and more than 20 
now permit its sale for medicinal 
purposes. Therein, policies and 
regulations vary widely. Currently, 
the only regulatory-focused 
program in the country, Clark’s 
online course structure enables 
enrollment on a national scale. 

The program’s first semester 
began in September with fewer 
than 20 students yet another 
dozen joined the program in 
January. Classes include students 
from several New England and 
western states plus Hawaii. Mr. 
LaBrie expects to see  
the first graduates from the  
program matriculate in May. 
Initial course evaluations from 

the fall reveal “students are 
really happy,” he reports.
Another joyous development 

for those who work as municipal 
or state employees is Clark’s 
November announcement of a 
tuition waiver – essentially making 
the graduate certificate free to 
those intent on understanding 
the cannabis-related policy issues 
they encounter in their work. 
“We wanted to make our 

program as accessible as 
possible to that population,” 
said the dean. Although students 
are still responsible for certain 
fees, the waiver program began 
with the January semester.
The program encompasses 

three seven-week online courses, 
examining how educational 
and enforcement policies are 
implemented, today’s legal and 
regulatory framework, and best 
practices to minimize potentially 
negative effects of cannabis on 

public health and safety. 
The courses are taught, and 

were developed by, a team of 
practitioners with local expertise, 
including academicians, police, and 
legislators.

By Emily Gowdey-Backus, 
Director of Communications
Julie Jacobson considers herself 

lucky to have discovered her 
passion – history and political 
science – in high school and has 
doggedly pursued such a career in 
Central Massachusetts since.
From campaign volunteer to 

assistant city manager for the City 
of Worcester, she has worked to 
promote economic development 
for various distinct municipalities as 
well as the region. Her mantra has 
been: “What’s good for the city of 
Worcester is good for the region 
and what’s good for the region is 
good for the city of Worcester.”
She truly believes a broader 

perspective is what will, eventually, 
lead to shared success for all parties 
involved.
“What we recognized then, in the 

1990s, was that you can’t only focus 
economic development within the 
boundaries of your municipality,” 
she added.
And, it’s not only in economic 

advancement that Ms. Jacobson has 
focused her resources but also in 
the encouragement and promotion 
of women to positions in municipal 
management and local government.
Ms. Jacobson, who has held 

top-tier municipal management 
positions in her career, has found 
the ranks lonely.
“There were 

very few women” 
in similar roles, 
she explained. “I 
can’t speak to a 
percentage at that 
time, but I can 
definitely say it 
was a minority who 
held city manager 
or assistant city 
manager [positions].”
According to Massachusetts 

Municipal Management Association 
data, less than one quarter (21 
percent) of town manager or 
town administrator positions in 
Massachusetts are held by women. 
Nationally, the figure falls to 19.9 
percent.
While that is an increase, said Ms. 

Jacobson, it is still “low.” In her 
career, she would like to see the 
ratio of men to women in municipal 
management and administration be 
“reflective of the demographics” 
of the community they serve. 
At less than 25 percent women, 
she said, local government is not 
representative of communities in 
Massachusetts.
Most recently, her three-plus 

decades of leadership and 
advancement of women in local 

government and municipal positions 
were recognized Jan. 13 by the 
MMMA. The organization – which 
supports members of Massachusetts 
governments through professional 
development, discussions, and 
trainings – put her name forward 
for the 2019 League of Women in 
Government Leadership Trailblazer 
award. From 27 nominations, Ms. 
Jacobson was chosen as one of 10 
finalists from across the United States.
On Jan. 13, Ms. Jacobson 

was also acknowledged as the 
incoming president of the MMMA. 
She also serves on the board 
of the Massachusetts Municipal 
Association, the MMMA’s parent 
organization.
The docket was a busy one for Ms. 

Jacobson on Jan. 13. That evening, 
the Board of Selectmen for the 
Town of Auburn voted to reappoint 
Ms. Jacobson for another three-year 
term. Two years prior, with one year 
left in her contract, the Board of 
Selectmen voted in January 2018 
to amend her contract extending 
it for another three-year term. That 
amendment ensured Ms. Jacobson’s 
role as town manager until January 
2023, however, the town charter 
only allows for appointments of 
three years.
In order to make everything “in-

sync” with the town’s charter, she 
said, a vote took place Jan. 13 to 

re-appoint her as 
town manager.
Ms. Jacobson 

believes one of the 
reasons why the 
MMMA submitted 
her name for the 
national award is 
because of her 
founding role 
in the MMMA’s 

Women Leading Government 
committee. Now in its third year, the 
committee has been recognized by 
the MMMA and is supported by a 
budget from the organization. For 
the past two years, Ms. Jacobson 
has chaired the group. 
Three events are held annually with 

the aim of educating women in local 
government, or those interested 
in the industry as a career path, 
about the resources available to 
them, mentorships, training, and 
networking opportunities.
While there are more, today most 

senior-level management positions 
are still held by men,” said Ms. 
Jacobson. “Our mission is to 
provide a supportive environment 
for women in local government 
and those thinking about entering 
… to encourage advancement and 
management of women.”
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opportunities whether you’re a lender or a borrower, a financial 
institution, a nonprofit organization, a private entity or a  

public company. At Fletcher Tilton, our commercial lending  
experience and continuity of our senior level team ensure  

consistency, cost efficiency, and a superior level of performance.  
All so that your commercial financing becomes crystal clear.
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FIRST COHORT OF CANNABIS POLICY STUDENTS ENROLL AT  
CLARK AS BUDDING INDUSTRY BEGINS TO DEVELOP STATEWIDE

ABOVE: John LaBrie, Clark University 
dean of the School of Professional 
Studies and associate provost for 
graduate education. BELOW: The 2019 
panel at Mechanics Hall. / PHOTOS 
COURTESY CLARK UNIVERSITY

BLACKSTONE VALLEY AWARDED 
WORKFORCE GRANT FUNDING
By Jeannie Hebert, BV Chamber 

President & CEO
While the Commonwealth’s 

workforce is among the best-
educated, a high concentration are 
aging and our younger workforce 
is neither large enough nor well-
enough educated to replace those 
who will soon retire.
Add to that the substantial wait 

list for vocational schools and 
it’s evident significant gaps exist 
between workforce preparedness of 
that generation and the demands of 
the labor market and employers.
This conundrum was the impetus 

for the Blackstone Valley Chamber 
of Commerce’s BV Ed Hub. A 
training center in Whitinsville, 
the BV Ed Hub is equipped with 
design, fabrication, and computing 
equipment and supports 13 public 
high schools as well as the Grafton 
Jobs Corp. Classes introduce 
students to lucrative career paths in 
advanced manufacturing.
Recently, the Blackstone Valley 

Chamber and the BV Ed Hub 

received substantial grants in 
support of its mission to slove this 
issue. Monetary awards include a 
$565,000 Skills Capital grant (2018-
2019); a $95,000 U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce award supporting 
remote learning technology (2019-
2020); an $80,000 Mass Growth 
Capital Corporation grant offering 
technical assistance, training 
sessions, and counseling to small 
businesses (2020); a $169,000 
Regional Economic Development 
Organizational grant from the MA 
Office of Business Development 
shared with the Worcester Regional 
Chamber of Commerce to promote 
economic development (2020); 
and a 2020 $112,000 grant from 
the Commonwealth Corporation to 
partner with the Worcester County 
Sheriff’s Department on an inmate 
re-entry training program.
A core tenant of the Blackstone 

Valley Chamber’s work is to secure 
jobs, with living wages, to help local 
residents afford the high cost of 
living in Massachusetts. 

AUBURN TOWN MANAGER 
RECOGNIZED FOR COMMITTEE 
TO EMPOWER LOCAL WOMEN

Ms. Jacobson 
described women 
in top-level local 

government 
positions as the 

“minority.”




