
Union Square Neighborhood Council
May 10, 2021
7 pm – 9 pm
Zoom Meeting
 
Attendees:
Board Members:
Michèle Hansen
Ann Camara
Andy Greenspon
Bill Cavellini
Gary Trujillo
Bill Shelton
Pennie Taylor
Isabella Drago
David Scott

Community Members:
Edwidge Hercule
Murtuza Dhilla
Roger Levy
Joyce Wu
Katherine Huang
Frank Kautz
Cosmo DiSchino
Jessica Eshleman
Kristin Phelan - Somernova Community
Wig Zamore

1) Welcome, introductions, and reading of the mission statement

2) Public comment

Jessica: Union Square Farmers Market will begin this Saturday in a new location with an 
increased SNAP match. We did not want to conflict with outdoor dining around the Union 
Square plaza during Saturday lunch and brunch. We will have the Farmers Market this year on 
Somerville Ave, between Carlton St and Hawkins St. The road will be closed to motor vehicles. 
Vehicles and buses will be detoured down Dane St to Washington St. The Farmers Market will 
be every Saturday from May 15 through November 20. With the help of a community block 
grant fund from the City, $15 per market SNAP/HIP grant will be available.



3) Approval of meeting minutes from April 26

Approval of April 26 meeting minutes postponed to the next meeting.

4) Election planning (Election on May 22 and 25)
-decision on whether to have electronic voting option 
-confirming there are enough volunteers for the two election day voting windows 
-advertising the election broadly to the community 
-any other concerns?

USNC Board has not received an example of the online voting form to test yet from the 
Elections Committee.
Discussion of whether to have the online voting option to reduce in-person contact during the 
ongoing pandemic.
The Academy Room in the Public Safety Building has been reserved for in-person voting.

General consensus would be that if information requested from the elections committee by the 
board weeks ago on how the Qualtrics survey system could be used to conduct electronic voting 
had been provided, we could have made a decision by now.  However, since the requested 
sample was not submitted to us, we cannot make that decision and have run out of time for doing
so.
Ann points out that she knows people who will not do indoor in-person voting and would like an
online option.  However, she agreed that we should not provide any more time to the elections 
committee and must therefore decide to do only in-person voting.
Discussion of whether to move the polling place into the entryway of the Public Safety Building 
instead of the Academy Room. Or right in front of the building outdoors.

Motion to not have online voting for this May election.
6 yes, 1 no, 1 abstain.
Motion passes - there will not be any online voting option for this May USNC Board election.

All voting time slots are covered by at least one person, and most now have two people.

The Elections Committee should check if they can put the voting table in the entryway or right 
outdoors of the Public Safety Building.

Currently there is only the website online formatted version of candidate statements. 
Isabella can reformat the website’s election candidate info to put into a Word or Google Docs 
document to be able to print out for information during the election on May 22, May 25.
Laurie emailed the Elections Committee with a Word document containing all the information 
needed.



The Elections Committee needs to edit the flyer that was used for candidate nominations and 
make it for the election proper to advertise, with a link to the candidate statements. Adding a 
tinyURL and QR code to the candidate statements.

Ann said Mary Napolitano submitted her nomination packet to CAAS.

Andy: The problem must be on the Elections Committee end then. Mary is an official candidate 
because she submitted her packet. 
Mary sent a photo and will re-send her statement to the Elections Committee to put on the USNC
website.
 
5) Discussion about whether and how to record notes for executive sessions

Andy: I think Gary is correct that some form of notes need to exist for Executive Session, but 
the bylaws are relatively broad on how to take notes. I’ve been taking notes that are far more 
detailed than required for the public meetings. It should be sufficient for Executive Session notes
to list the topics discussed in Executive Session along with any primary conclusions and votes 
taken -- for a situation where a member of the public requests to view the notes and they are no 
longer required to be confidential.

Bill S: Thank you Andy - you take notes at a much higher level of detail than most 
organizations, but I appreciate it. What law and our bylaws require is to take notes on what our 
conclusions were, not on what the arguments and conversations were like the level of detail 
Andy writes for the public portions of our meetings. Basically just record what we want to 
memorialize going forward.

Michèle and Ann agree with Bill S.

David: In my union’s Executive Committee, the minutes are divided by subject. For each 
subject, the secretary will put in red text what was discussed in detail as information only for the 
board members, but the headings of each subject are shared with the public. The parts in red are 
later shared with Executive Committee members who could not attend the meeting.

Gary: If Board members want to just have summaries or headings from Executive Session 
meetings, the bylaws would have to be modified because that is not in agreement with my 
interpretation of the bylaws. The bylaws assume some form of minutes are being taken during 
the Executive Session.

Bill S: No organization can be completely transparent, which is why we have executive sessions.
Because of that, I feel it would be irresponsible to detail all of our deliberations. But I do believe 
our membership deserves to know what we ultimately concluded.



Gary: In reading that section of the bylaws, I see that it really does not contemplate an executive
session at the end of every meeting, for the purpose of talking about negotiating strategies with 
developers. The other matters listed in the bylaws for executive session are personnel and legal 
matters, where we may in fact need more detailed notes. So I’m generally agreeing with what 
Bill S said. But I would like for us to re-read that section of the bylaws more carefully and 
propose amendments as needed. 

Andy: My thoughts are in agreement with Bill S. We can discuss bylaw concerns at a later date 
in June or July after the next board is elected. For now, I write executive session notes to just 
include any conclusions the board makes on an issue, any action items decided to pursue, and 
any votes taken. 

6) Developer Updates
a) Announcement of filing of Zoning text and map amendments by residents of 80 Webster 
Ave related to CV Properties development

Roger: We’ve been in contact with CV Properties. We had a meeting with them in March and at 
the end of April. The mode of engagement that they have had with us . They ask us questions 
about very minor details such as what kind of separation we want between their property and our
property such as a fence, or a hedge. But we feel that their basic proposed massing is not 
acceptable to us and would impact us very negatively. To our east and northeast, they want to put
a 230 foot 12 story commercial lab building within 20 feet of our low rise four story residential 
property, which is absurdly close. Back in March, we were discussing different options, 
including putting in a zoning amendment petition to change the zoning. We believed the 
Boynton Yards overlay in 2019 was not transparently rolled out -- it was very last minute. It 
allowed the eastern half of the block we’re on, immediately east of Webster, to the south and 
west of Columbia to be zoned high-rise. Nobody in the building (at 80 Webster) knew about it, 
and our neighbors didn’t know about it. So we said, We think this is not the right thing and the 
City should not have done this. We told them we were considering a proposal to zone the whole 
block mid-rise or else move the high-rise portion to the north of the building, where it would be 
between Beach Ave. and Columbia St., so it would be separated from every residential building 
in the neighborhood by a street.  They said we’re not interested, and we’re not interested in 
spending the brain power. They came back in late April with a version of a proposal, which we 
didn’t find acceptable. CV Properties in April showed a plan that they said was infeasible to have
the high-rise building north of our building, which we did not believe.
We went ahead and submitted a proposed zoning amendment. We are proposing adding setback 
requirements in the Boynton Yards overlay - 20 foot setback for the first three stories and 30 foot
setback for fourth story and higher. We are also proposing to re-zone the eastern half of the block
near us to be MR5 and high rise north of our building. CV Properties has said this would not 
work for them, but we read that simply as it would not be profitable enough for them.
Amendments will be first presented to the City Council at this Thursday’s meeting.



Within 60 days of that meeting, there must be an advertisement of a public hearing, but it could 
happen as fast as the City and City Council want to hold it.
Link to publicly proposed zoning amendments: 
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/12KkvN7ueZnwiQRwwOSWqSjVHm9aLyXBz?
usp=sharing

b) Announcement of May 26 neighborhood meeting #2 on Boynton Yards Building 2 and 
Civic Space.

Meeting is advertised to the public. Exact time to be determined - likely starting at 6 pm.

c) Other developer updates?

7) Discussion and decision on whether the USNC wants to appoint a Monitoring Committee
for oversight over Boynton Yards and developments other than US2

Michèle: Currently there is one CBA (Community Benefits Agreement) Monitoring Committee 
that handles the CBA with US2 and meets with them four times a year. The next meeting is in 
July. What about having such monitoring committees for agreements with other developers? 
Such committee members would be different people from those on the committee dealing with 
US2.

Andy: I would support this if we could find people outside of the board who would devote their 
time to it, though I’m not sure we can find such people right now.

Michèle: I don’t think we have to decide this until the new board comes in. It also depends on 
how big each of these CBAs and agreements are. The Boynton Yards agreement is fairly simple 
right now but that could change if they purchase more land and plan more development.

Pennie: The CBA Monitoring Committee size was specified in the CBA signed between the 
USNC and US2. Such a committee is not specified in the agreement with DLJ, so the size is at 
the discretion of the board and could be smaller, for example with only three people.

Any decisions on this item postponed to a future meeting.

8) Possible date to invite Somerville Community Land Trust (SCLT) to make presentation 
to the Board

Bill S: If we invite them to speak, I would like them to focus on the parts of their activities that 
relate to Union Square and the USNC.
Ann will be in touch with the SCLT to schedule a presentation.



9) Fair Housing Task Force – do we want a representative on it?

Bill Cav put this on the agenda, but is not present at the meeting right now, so this will be 
discussed at a later meeting.

10) Brief discussion of how the USNC can better live the values listed in section 2 of the 
bylaws, including inclusion, participation, and transparency

Gary: My intent in proposing this agenda item was to introduce the subject it covers and for us 
to have the discussion at our next meeting. Because there was so much time spent during 2017 
thinking about the values listed in Section 2 on the bylaws, we owe it to them and to ourselves to
give as much meaning as possible to what is contained in all of the bylaws, but especially with 
respect to the introductory section, which tries to define what it is we are trying to accomplish 
and the spirit in which we want to operate. I picked out those three items from section 2 (listed in
an email sent to board members the previous day: 2.3.2: Inclusion, 2.3.4: Participation, and 
2.3.8: Transparency) because I feel those are points where our adherence to that vision might not
be quite what it could be. The way that our meetings have been going for the past several years 
have required dealing with a lot of developer issues and strategy when talking to developers. But 
we do not have a mechanism in place to really receive input from our general membership, nor 
have we made any great efforts to encourage the membership to be involved in some meaningful 
fashion. I think that there are a lot of benefits [from such involvement] that I can detail [later] in 
writing. I think that the Outreach and Communications Committee would be a natural vehicle for
trying to establish a bi-directional communication pathway with the broader membership. I think 
a well-written document discussing all the buzzwords and procedures attached to a glossary of 
terms to get involved in all the Union Square Conversations.
I think we could do better on the transparency front as well.
These are items I would like to discuss at the next meeting.

Bill S: I’m not so concerned about transparency because I think we are pretty transparent. If you 
look at the goals and mission in the bylaws, we’re not doing much of it. 80-90% of what we do is
reacting to developments. Now, that is stuff that does have to be done. But we need to find a way
to do more because we are not really fulfilling our mission. I think this is manifest in the fact that
we do not even have enough candidates to fill the 15 slots of the USNC. For most of the people 
who live and work in Union Square, we are an irrelevance. That does not take away from the fact
that what we have done is very important work. We also have to acknowledge that the last year 
has been hell. We have been really constrained in what we can do because of the pandemic. As 
hopefully normalcy starts to return this summer, we can consider our love for our neighbors and 
how to make that manifest and real and make a difference for them. My very first meeting after 
being elected to the USNC, I said that I thought the board could accomplish a lot more if we 
really develop and give life to committees. And that the Board meeting would be primarily 
Committee Reports and deciding to act on Committee Recommendations. So I hope that we 



could explore that [suggestion] more. A number of people on the board at the time thought this 
was a great idea, but I never followed through unfortunately. A lot of what we have done is also 
responding to Bill Cav.  That’s not to criticize him; that’s to challenge ourselves to exert more 
leadership.

Andy: I originally joined the USNC to get more people involved from broader swaths of the 
community. I feel like a lot of the current issues are not necessarily our fault because we are all 
volunteers of our own time without being paid to do this. The pandemic has made it much 
harder. There is also a circular issue where there’s not enough of us in the USNC to start with to 
do the legwork necessary to get more people involved in our organization such that it is 
sustainable. I agree with Bill S on committees. Hopefully in the future, we can operate a bit more
like that, which is how the City Council operates. We have to trust that certain people are tasked 
with certain aspects of our work, and that the reports they write up and submit to the broader 
group be trusted, along with any questions we may ask them. The main meetings can then 
involve hearing from the public and acting on previous committee decisions.

David: Committees would also allow for planning the main USNC meetings in advance by 
knowing which committees are planning to report back at each meeting.

Michèle: I think the pandemic has led to encroachment of lots of meetings on us despite us all 
being at home. Each development project going on in Union Square requires lots of work from 
us. I hope we can have more committees in the future. Going forward, hopefully our first 
meeting after the election can have both an in-person and a virtual component to increase 
participation and connection.

Gary: I would like to convene another meeting of the Outreach and Communications committee 
to try to address some of these issues.  I would be willing, with concurrence from board 
members, to get the ball rolling with respect to the O & C committee, and make that activity my 
main focus.

Andy points out the bylaws allow any USNC member, not just a board member, to chair a 
Committee, so Gary can keep working on these issues after his term expires.

11) Scheduling the next USNC meeting

Next meeting scheduled for May 24, 7 pm.



12) Public comment

Wig: 1) I’ve been thinking about the City’s analysis of the above-ground D2 parcel garage and 
financial impacts. I’ve been thinking about parking with respect to Assembly Row development 
as well. Traditionally cities and towns don’t count above ground parking as part of the floor-
area-ratio (FAR) as part of determining allowable density. If they did count the parking as part of
the total density, they would have to subtract that square footage from the buildings and that 
really shifts the financial determination. This would really encourage the parking to go 
underground and decrease the incentives to have excess parking and for there to be more re-
alliance on public transit, walking, etc. I can’t remember if when Sarah gave the City’s analysis 
to save the D2 plan as proposed, they discussed taking the above ground garage out of 
consideration as built square footage. It’s ridiculous to not count the least usable space above 
ground (garage) as part of the build square footage.
2) Boynton Yards is really a Cambridge development unless we get a crossing above the train 
tracks to connect it to Union Square. It’s too bad that it’s not more integrated with Union Square.
3) Really tall building edges cause a lot of wind, so the proposed zoning amendment for the 
Boynard Yards overlay could cause a lot of wind on that sidewalk.
4) When the sun is right, I nearly get blinded by the sun reflecting on the glass of some of the tall
building walls of Assembly Row. Some of these flat planes of high-rise glass walls should have 
smaller windows made of varying materials that aim in different directions to disperse the light a 
little bit. I know they use reflective glass to save energy costs, but when there is a whole series of
large buildings with all the reflective glass in one direction, you’re nearly blinded by that. It is a 
horrible design that is going to last a long time.
5) In light of the past pandemic year, there is a clear need for open space with lots of trees and 
mixed amounts of sun and shade that are designed for the community’s everyday use. I would 
urge residents and workers in Union Square to think about what types of open space we want in 
the community and how it would need to be designed for desired everyday uses in life.

Bill Cav clarifies high-rise buildings require 18 foot sidewalks to mitigate the wind issue.

CV Properties next neighbrohood meeting is May 17, 7 pm

Andy points out that he believes the USNC was not consulted for scheduling this second 
neighborhood meeting which may be in violation of zoning. The Board will check previous 
emails to see if they were consulted or not in the scheduling.

Joyce states that 80 Webster Ave residents are meeting with CV Properties tomorrow, Tuesday 
May 11.

Returning to Affordable Housing Task Force:



Bill Cav: City Council unanimously voted to form a fair housing task force. The USNC could 
get a representative on this. It is unclear exactly what this will be.
Boston passed a significant amendment to its zoning titled the Fair Housing Amendment. This is 
how Ben E-C brought someone to the Somerville City Council from Boston who was on the 
Boston City Council who was the champion of that legislation. They want to form a task force of
Somerville people who would make recommendations to the City Council on how to accomplish 
a more fair city housing policy.  The Office of Housing Stability & the Housing Division of the 
OSPCD would be represented on said Task Force.

Bill S: To even think about this effectively, I would need to know what the purpose of this is and
what our role would be on it.

Bill Cav will look up the order that was passed by the City Council and send the text to the 
Board.

13) Executive Session - developer negotiation discussions

Unanimous vote to go into Executive Session for the purposes of discussing developer 
negotiation strategies.


