
Union Square Neighborhood Council 
Built Environment Committee Meeting 
January 15, 2018, 7-9 pm, at Canopy 
 
Attendees: 
Tori Antonino 
Michelle Hansen 
Ann Camara 
Andy Greenspon 
Simon Hill 
Wig Zamore 
Sarah Radding 
Philip Parsons 
  
Meeting Minutes: 
 
Tori: How do we get a broader swath of the population involved in this committee. Also 
have this committee be designed to educate community members about built 
environment issues. 
  
What is the built environment committee? It is everything you see in the community that 
is person-made or designed. It is how spaces we exist in interact and function. 
  
Tori: States draft description of built environment committee from agenda. 
  
Built Environment Committee 
 
Purpose:  
 
Influence the design and construction of the built environment and public realm.  
  
Promote, create, steward, a livable, inviting, vibrant, multimodal and sustainable city.  
  
Function: 
  
Analyze and interpret use and design. 
  
Make sure that implementation plans are in accordance with our expectations laid out in 
Somervision, the Neighborhood Plan, the Master Developer’s Plan, the Zoning, the 
covenant, and other pertinent city documents.  
  
Go over projects, coordinate feedback and be a point of interaction with relevant 
municipal boards, committees and commissions. Included, but not limited to the Board 



of Aldermen, the Planning Board, Office of Strategic Planning and Development, the 
Zoning Board of Appeals, the Historic Preservation Commission, Conservation 
Commission etc.  
  
Give presentations, produce alternative designs and solicit advice from the community 
at large as well as the local expertise of architects, urban planners and designers.  
  
Wig: A number of people have precedent in Mystic View Task Force on developments 
in Assembly Row. Won 3 lawsuits. City asked people to start STEP (Somerville 
Transportation Equity Partnership) to get the community push to get the GLX (Green 
Line Extension) back on track. Pure volunteer groups, no staff, no sustained funding. 
The attitude was that if a core of interested people did a lot of work, then the 
surrounding community could be called upon at critical points. 
 
Built environment is both land use and infrastructure. 
  
Somerville Comprehensive Plan (a.k.a. SomerVision) 
There is an updated copy from 2014. 
Plans for the whole city through to 2030: 
30,000 new jobs, 7.5 million square feet. 
6,000 housing 7.5 million square feet. 
125 additional acres of open space. 
  
Types of land uses in City: 
a)    existing neighborhoods 
b)    transformative districts 

assembly square (3 times the size of the financial district in Boston) 
inner belt (~the same size as assembly square but divided by the rail lines) - 

most difficult to redevelop. If infrastructure is above or below surface level, that makes it 
easier to develop land uses. 

Brickbottom 
c)     enhancement districts around each green line stop 

Union Square/Boynton Yards is half transformative and enhancement districts. 
  
Need district design, landscape, and urban design architects (the space between the 
buildings). 
  
Philip arrives. 
Tori recites proposed description of committee again for everyone. 
  
 



Philip: Community engagement is the best chance at making sure the development is 
not junk. Balance between the needs of the built environment and resisting 
displacement of residents from the community. What really makes a community livable 
isn’t just affordability - it’s that people want to be there and create a community there. 
That is achieved by focusing on what is built in addition to ways of making it affordable 
to people. 
 
Sarah: It’s not enough to build an amazing place that only a fraction of people can live 
in, or to make a place everyone can afford to live in but nobody wants to live in. 
 
Simon: For inclusionary affordable housing in Somerville, many (can be 50%+) of the 
people who win the lottery can be from outside of Somerville. Scott Hayman mentioned 
a more recent example of 5 SCC (Somerville Community Corporation) units which 
received 2200 lottery applications. So inclusionary zoned affordable housing tends to be 
a red herring in terms of a realistic solution to the wider issue of gentrification vs 
affordable housing. 
 
Wig: Many who get the lottery of affordable housing will be from outside of Somerville 
due to the state law on the inclusionary housing rules.  
 
Tori: Getting back to the goals of this committee. 
  
Sarah: Getting a group of people who will be focusing on the review of the development 
plans and to distribute the work of doing that to the community. 
  
Philip: Insofar as this council is an advocacy group, this committee will be an advocacy 
group for advancements in the public realm. 
  
Tori: Identifying the purpose of the committees. Goals of engagement with the 
community. Advocacy group for the quality of the built environment and appropriate 
investment in the public realm. 
  
Philip: Gap between what US2 promised and the details in the CDSP (Coordinated 
Development Special Permit) with regard to the public realm (e.g. places where people 
might walk and gather). 
  
Sarah: What are the other Neighborhood Council committees? 
 



Tori: CBA (Community Benefits Agreement) Committee, Community/Outreach 
Committee, Bylaws Committee, Working Group for MEPA (Massachusetts 
Environmental Policy Act Office) 
  
Philip: CBA Committee is figuring out what benefits are needed for the community and 
advocating for them. A lot of the costs of those benefits will relate to the built 
environment. The open space provision in Union Square so far falls far short of what the 
SomerVision plan advocates for of 125 new acres City-wide. We would need at least 25 
acres in Union Square. Say 50% would need to be in the D-blocks, 12.5 acres. All of 
this is hypothetical. But we need to advocate for open space which costs money. 
Affordable housing also costs additional money. The problem of the Neighborhood 
Council is figuring out how to solve the puzzle. 
  
The amount of money to be allocated via community benefits is extremely small 
compared to what is needed to solve the problems of affordability and open space. 
  
Simon: US2 is now slated to pay out different monies for 20% affordable housing, 
linkage fees, and infrastructure work, so what is further available in terms of a CBA? 
 
Wig: Somerville buildings were built on average 100 years ago. Similar arguments 
about community benefits existed then and there were short term benefits projects that 
were gone in a max of 5 years, nothing long term. Across Somerville, real estate taxes 
on housing cover 50% of the expenses from housing. The rest must come from 
elsewhere. Office and research space are the only net positive income makers for the 
City. So Cambridge has a massive fiscal capacity because of the large amount of 
commercial (biotechs, etc.) and low property taxes as a result. 
  
Affordable housing will be asymmetric across the city as inclusionary is excluded for 
under 6 units being built. So all the other things we are short on need to be dealt with. 
Can be done via jobs creation to create long term cash flow from commercial tax space 
that we can use for affordability issues or any other things the community needs. If we 
are too short sighted on short-term community benefits, we won’t have the long term. 
  
Tori: Much of the development process became focus on the CBA when a lot of the 
benefits we need will be in zoning, the CDSP, etc, so the built environment is crucial. 
This committee should bring more attention to the importance of the built environment. 
We haven’t started building yet, so whatever we can do to influence the built 
environment should be done. 
  



Philip: We are building. Things are being built in the district all the time. The Council 
must be responsible for all the development. Most of the development is keeping below 
thresholds needed for inclusionary housing. Things are mostly residential so they don’t 
have to deal with commercial requirements. 
  
Michele: We have to sell this to everyone else, not just to the public, but to the Board in 
a way that they can understand it. I agree with Wig and Tori. People see money, like 
$3.5 million today, but it’s not much over 30 years. But it is important to show the 
Council will have input on the broader design of the community 
  
We have to show how relevant this is with specific examples. E.g. you want a café or a 
community center here or a place with jobs because in the end you will get way more 
money out of commercial. 
  
Philip: Concern internally within the Neighborhood Council before outreaching to the 
public. 
So one of the first actions of this group is to state the concerns and needs of the 
community and why they are important. 
  
Andy: Wig, do you have some simple charts we can use. 
  
Wig: We had meetings at the Old Post Office regarding design. Then the meeting in 
September at the Police Station by US2 to show posters of their designs. There was 
zero community interaction after that meeting – literally zero. 
  
Tori: Planning Board was supposed to put together community feedback from that 
meeting and get response from US2, and I haven’t seen that document. 
  
Wig: City developers and community and perception is that it’s city staff making the 
decisions, but it’s developers making the decisions and twisting the arm of city staff to 
get it done. With Assembly Square, we got everyone on board beforehand, but it was 
adverse. 
  
Philip: The best development can happen with community engagement and there has 
not been. 
  
Michele: How to engage. 
  
Wig: Example in Charlestown. 



 
Sarah: Until the City decides to make demands like  Cambridge or Boston does, then 
as a community we are agitating as much as we can. 
  
Wig: The zoning was a bit of a different situation. The BoA worked hard last year to add 
GLX infrastructure payments and other things to get it done. There were many meetings 
when people showed up to advocate for affordable housing. Tori and I would go to the 
meetings and interact with the Aldermen to get them on board for critical issues and the 
Aldermen were very attentive to all those issues. The developers have not been. The 
City staff works hard but don’t have the experience to push back on the necessary 
issues. 
  
Sarah: I’m amazed at the things the City folds on, especially public realm things the City 
doesn’t ask for. Are there things we can do as a community to do more research. 
  
Wig: Some of the things the community wants add more money to their development – 
we need to push this! City staff does not have large scale city design people. 
  
Philip: Lack of broad vision by the developers. Need a clear, enthusiastic vision by the 
developers. 
  
Ann: About 4 years ago the Mayor asked us to watch a movie at the Somerville Theater 
named 'The Human Scale'. It's a documentary on Urban Development. Urban developer 
Gehl of Copenhagen went to Christ Church New Zealand after fire ravished the city and 
spoke to every single resident to find out what they remember, what they want put back 
in their hometown. I thought this is what a developer would do when they came to 
Somerville. We have nothing in Union a Square for many years. When US2 opened 
their Workspace, I thought it was going to begin. I thought the Mayor would help. What it 
reminded me of was Perry Park. We fought, during the park's renovation, wanted the 
basketball court be saved. The local business people played basketball with the local 
high school kids and mentored them about their personal strengths and which college 
they should apply to. We weren't listened to, ALL Union Square residents need to be 
LISTENED TO. 
  
Tori: The Place Management Organization was designed as a 4th level of government 
to address these community issues. 
  
Andy: Need a large public meeting to demonstrate the need for these 
  



Philip: Best meeting recently was 3 years ago with the CAC engaging the community 
and presenting with good charts on issues of the public realm and open space. Also 
showing need for larger tax base for fiscal security and money to invest in long term city 
amenities. 
  
Wig: Need to tie these things to equity. 
  
Philip: You don’t solve equity by working with the state. Bogota and Medine, Colombia 
as an example of Mayors investing in community long term, bicycle lanes, free music 
lessons for everyone, etc. You can’t get rid of inequality, but you can make the life of 
everyone else better – focus of the City. Somerville – if you don’t take care of the quality 
of life that expects everyone, you fail. Perry Park they got rid of the basketball court – 
never would have happened in those cities in Colombia. That’s why you really need an 
advocacy group. Don’t just focus on the D blocks – focus on the whole thing. 
  
Equity is complicated, but it does exist in the public realm too. 
  
Wig is right – the 30/30/30 message at Assembly was necessary to get momentum from 
the community to sue the City. 
  
Simon: In addition to the wider Board, we will need to interface with the CBA committee 
so that built environment and social justice concerns can be integrated in a perspective. 
It would be useful if the CBA committee and the Built Environment committee could 
spend some time working together in a joint session  
 
Wig: We need to understand that the longer-term land use changes will affect the City 
fiscally much more in the long term compared to the CBA. The D blocks will be the first 
things that will be built and we cannot ignore 2.4 million square feet. I want them to 
engage with the community. 
  
Philip: A lot of the initial CBA desires from a few years ago have been included in 
zoning and linkage. 
  
Wig: It’s important for us to explain to people what’s left is still important. 
  
Philip: There’s the CBA short term and the longer term built environment and they don’t 
have to be in conflict. 
  



Sarah: These issues are so big and confusing. A lot of people are focused on the CBA, 
but I wonder if there’s a larger effort the Council needs to make in the terms that we 
have put this into tonight. That CBA is just a tiny fraction of US2’s investment in Union 
Square – we want it to be as good as it possibly can be – we need a few people working 
on that who are really learning everything they can learn about it. But then maybe 80% 
need to be focused on the built environment. How do you figure that out when even I as 
a building professional cannot wrap my head around it all? How do we set the stage for 
the whole Council? 
  
Andy: Consider letter to City with section on CBA, but also broader section on the 
Neighborhood Council being a voice for the community on many more issues, the long 
term issues that will affect Union Square more than the CBA. 
  
Wig: Be collaborative to find things that benefit the community and businesses. It 
cannot just be head to head. Encourages the things that are good. 
  
Philip: Like Bow Street Market. 
  
Michele: Bow street market and post office bring in traffic, we need to figure out the 
broad issues of how people will come into the Square, both for the community and for 
the businesses. 
  
Andy: Agreed, but make sure Council addresses more broadly transportation and 
mobility as more people will come into the square no matter what businesses are built 
and residences are built. 
  
Philip: Agreed with Andy. 
  
Michele: Yes, we should be collaborative with all parts of the community. 
  
Tori: Alert the community to upcoming things, like Planning Board meetings. Is that 
something that this body should do. 
  
Sarah: I wonder if transportation and mobility should be a subcommittee or Working 
Group of this Council. 
  
Philip: Reset the character of dialogue between the City and the community. We have 
to have a genuine conversation with the City staff. Right now it’s purely nuisance value 
as far as the City and developer are concerned. 



  
Simon: Stephanie Hirsch has some good stats on transportation through Somerville. 
  
Sarah: I have talked to Stephanie about that. I think the traffic plan  submitted by US2 is 
not high enough quality. 
  
Michele: Have a group from this committee or Council to meet with George Proakis and 
the staff regularly to have a meeting. 
  
Philip: But it needs to be actionable. There needs to be a shared vision. 
  
Wig: You can take a pretty hard line on principles and substance, but don’t make it 
personal. 
  
Sarah: Philip’s point about us being a nuisance to George Proakis rings true – there’s 
only 24 hours in a day. There are times when everyone should write a letter for an 
issue, but there are other times when it would be better for someone or people to go in 
to meet with George and say 100 of my neighbors have said this, plus we have experts 
who support this position, and package up all these comments and bringing them to the 
staff. 
  
Wig: The first things that go in the trash are the postcard campaigns. But if you have 
100 people write their own letters with personal investment in the content, it shows in 
the dialogue. This can be part of the education to the group. 
  
ACTION ITEMS: 
1)    Get in contact with CBA committee to have a joint meeting. 
2)    Use the 10 minutes on the agenda at the Wednesday Council Meeting to update 
the Council on this meeting and our suggestions.  
3)    Make sure BEC ideas are incorporated into the “CBA big public meeting” in some 
form. 

a.     Suggested broader title: “Presentation of the Neighborhood Council”  






