Boston Civic Design Commission Meeting

July 6, 2004

Presentation of Proposal for “The Residences of Pier 5”

 

 

Please note: The following are not minutes but rather an overview of what transpired at this meeting. 

The BCDC members present were Joan Goody (chair), David Hacin, Michael Davis, Curtis Davis and William Rawn.  From the BRA, David Carlson and Jim Gribaudo were present.  

1. Jack Brennan gave a brief presentation on behalf of LDA, along with LDA’s architect, Richard Bertman from CBT.  The presentation was consistent with, but shorter than, the presentation at the CNC meeting on June 15, with a few notable points:

a. Jack Brennan made the statement that the project was designed to be “consistent with all land use controls, master plan for the Navy Yard,  Chapter 91,  zoning,  and historical design guidelines administered by the National Park Service.”

b. He said Parcel 4 was held up by a Chapter 91 appeal and they expected to begin construction in a few months – no mention of environmental issues.

c. He said that the Facilities of Public Accommodation (“FPAs”) on the first floor have yet to be determined; later, in response to questions, he stated that LDA’s planning for a 160 seat restaurant and 30 room B&B was to pick high traffic uses so that they could do a “worst case” traffic scenario,

d. He and Dick  Bertman said the project is in the “early stages of design”.

e. They are thinking about moving the opening in the building closer to land to preserve the view corridor to the old Custom House from the existing Harborwalk.

f. Outside building materials are not yet determined – likely brick or granite.

g. Jack Brennan mentioned the CNC meeting at which he said a number of Flagship residents were concerned about their view corridors.

2. David Carlson of the BRA serves as Executive Director of the BCDC.  He made the following comments on behalf of the staff:

a. The design is in the very early stages and they encourage LDA to work much harder on the design concept.

b. They encourage LDA to consider opening the space in the center completely and make it two separate buildings, since the plan already calls for two lobbies.  Dick Bertman later said this would be very costly because of the need to duplicate building infrastructure and the loss of usable space.  He said that preserving the sightline to the Custom House was less important than preserving the building space and meeting other Chapter 91 and Municipal Harbor Plan requirements.

c. They encourage LDA to consider a redesign of the building that would eliminate the need to widen the pier.

d. They encourage LDA to consider a plan that preserves Courageous Sailing Center (“CSC”), possibly eliminating the marina and using some of the first floor FPA space for CSC.

3. The Commission members asked questions (some in response to our comments, described below), focusing in large part on the pedestrian and vehicle traffic patterns, as well as the FPA uses on the first floor.  They want to see a more definite programming plan for the first floor and the seaward end of the pier, and more detail on traffic and pedestrian traffic patterns.  They asked about parking plans, and Jack Brennan again stated, as he did at the CNC meeting, that “the BRA has assured them that Flagship was permitted for extra spaces” and then described the 2A3 alternative in the event Flagship spaces are not available.  One Commission member commented that the boutique bed and breakfast was a “clever way to deal with Chapter 91”, which Jack Brennan acknowledged.

4. The BCDC took comments from the audience.  There were 8-10 people from the Navy Yard, several of whom spoke.  We made the following points:

a. The valet parking will result in an estimated 1,000 trips a day over the existing harborwalk, and any plan needs to take into account the use of the harborwalk and the safety of pedestrians.

b. The parking spaces in Flagship are owned by the owner of the commercial space, and there is no guarantee that LDA can obtain them.  The BRA’s right to reclaim the spaces expired in 1996.  In addition, despite LDA’s statement that they would repair and enhance 2A3 if they built a garage, a lot of the space would be lost to the driveway, vents, stairs, etc.

c. The 55 foot height of the building did not include an estimated 15 additional feet for mechanicals, and any plan needed to take this into account, including a plan to shield the mechanicals from view.

d. There are a number of other issues beyond the purview of the BCDC that are problems with this project; we briefly mentioned the MHP issues and CZM’s position on an amendment and delaying the filing of the FEIR until that is complete – raised in the context of potential delay before there is a real plan to review and approve.

e. It is not clear that the project has been designed in compliance with all applicable rules (e.g. need for MHP amendments, network of Special Public Destination Facilities in the Navy Yard) and the BCDC should review and confirm LDA’s claims of compliance with various regulations.

f. In response to Jack Brennan’s statement that Flagship residents are concerned about their views, it was mentioned that there were over 300 people at the CNC meeting, with more than 40 questions raised, only one of which related to views – the rest related to many serious concerns about this project.

5. The BCDC voted to review the project (basically confirming that they have jurisdiction over it) and then voted to send it to the design committee for review.  At the outset of the meeting, David Carlson noted that this project is “significant” and at a “gateway location” in the city.  Going forward, the design review committee will meet periodically with the developer and the meetings are open to the public.  The BCDC told Jack Brennan to notify us (assuming there was a single group to be notified) of the timing of the meetings; we should also be able to get the dates from David Carlson or Jim Gribaudo, but we will probably have to be diligent about this.  The BCDC acknowledged that there seem to be a number of issues that exceed their jurisdiction.  After the meeting, Dick Bertman offered to meet and speak with us at any time to discuss any questions or concerns we have.

The Role of the BCDC:

These excerpts from the BRA’s website describe the BCDC’s role:

“With regard to the content of the reviews, the BCDC's focus is the overall architectural and urban character of Boston and the physical features that distinguish it as a city: its public spaces, streets, squares and parks. Because buildings become the backdrop for these spaces, the Commission is concerned with how new buildings are shaped and spaced, and their overall relationship to existing or new public spaces. The BCDC encourages new designs that are compatible in scale, materials, street level uses and spatial relationships, but not limited to any particular style. This is different from civic review commissions in other cities that tend to conduct a subjective evaluation of the aesthetics of proposed projects, focusing on issues such as the details off a building's facade and can be more intrusive on the design freedom of architects.

BRA project review begins before the BCDC's appraisal and continues after it. The BCDC is presented a small but important window in the early stages of the BRA's process and typically folds neatly into the BRA's established procedures, requiring minimal additional time and expense to project proponents. Article 28 and Article 80 establish when in the BRA's development review process Commission review should commence.  The BRA design review is divided into four stages: pre-schematic, schematic, design development and construction documents. The BCDC's role focuses on the preschematic and/or the schematic design stages, during the period when the BRA's review concentrates on use, massing, height and site design. At this point, the project objectives can be communicated and modifications can still be made.”

