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Charlestown Navy Yard Ad Hoc Committee Meeting Minutes

June 9, 2004

Agenda:

1. To provide an opportunity for people who have reviewed the Pier 5 proposal, and looked at some of the issues involved, to share what they have learned with the rest of the group.

2. To find out how other residents in the area feel about the development of Pier 5.

3.  How to write letters to the BRA, MEPA and other appropriate agencies.


4. To talk about how we, as Navy Yard residents, and other interested parties can best organize our efforts to provide a coherent community response to the proposal.

5. To obtain a list of contacts and key contact people for distribution of information.

6. Opportunity to add other agenda items at the beginning of the meeting.

7. Next steps.

Meeting called to order at 7:00.

49 residents attended. Buildings represented: Basilica, Constellation Wharf, Shipways, Flagship Wharf.

Agenda read. No other items were added to the agenda.

1. Issues: 

a) An overview of the development plans filed with the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA) and the Executive of Environmental Affairs MEPA Unit to build a five-story (55-foot high) building on Pier 5 that includes 59 residential units, a 30-room hotel, a   160-seat restaurant, some commercial space and a 21-slip marina.  LDA Acquisition, LLC (owned by Martin Oliner) is the developer who submitted the project proposal for The Residences at Pier 5. Oliner has development rights to other parcels in the Navy Yard. The point was raised if this project is a serious endeavor or a bargaining chip for other projects (“head fake”). Either way, the proposal must be taken seriously. The project proposal, and other information on this project and the builder, is available at http://www.medivector.com/fortpoint/index—the website set up by the Ad Hoc Committee. 

b)  Need for parking: The two options to the builder for parking are buying the spaces in the Flagship garage, which are now owned by the owner of the commercial space in Flagship Wharf, or if that is unsuccessful, building a new underground parking garage under the park located directly across the street from the main Flagship Wharf entrance. One person believed this land is owned by Oliner and that the BRA oversees it. The breakdown of number of existing parking spaces at Flagship Wharf and how the approximately 120 commercial spaces now owned by Tom Cannon could become available to the developer were discussed. There are 516 spaces; 100 must be left for hourly rentals and 16 for employees. The remaining 400 are divided as 289 deeded Flagship residential spaces and 121 commercial unit owned spaces. Of the 400, the ones on the upper three levels are restricted (owner self-parks the car in a designated space) while the lower five levels are valet-parked in easements or unreserved or unrestricted spots. A discussion was held on whether there was enough space for our residents and guests, whether Parris Landing (formerly Constitution Quarters) would need additional spaces as its units are sold, and whether Flagship residents would be willing to purchase additional spaces. A Flagship resident requested that notices go under residents’ doors, bringing awareness to the potential loss of parking spaces, and the possibility of purchasing spaces.

c) It was felt that a transportation study was needed and that a professional would be needed to be hired to carry out this study. 

d) The topic of raising funds for professional fees was raised. It was believed that for this initial response to the proposal project, a minimum of $35,000 would be needed to cover costs such as environmental and impact studies; $45,000 if a public relations firm was hired.

e)  It was noted that Oliner loses his right to develop Pier 5 if he has not made significant improvements or substantial site preparation by September 30, which according to one speaker could actually extend into October, giving the developer a little leeway. The definition of significant improvements or substantial site preparation is not clear. A chain link fence seems to be a questionable substantial improvement or preparation. It was noted that the BRA may have the right to extend this date.

f) The Municipal Harbor Plan: Pier 5 is located on public tidelands which are governed by Chapter 91 of the Massachusetts General Laws, which includes significant limitations on building on public tidelands.  A city that has a harbor has the right to adopt a Harbor Plan which, if approved by the State, may modify the Chapter 91 restrictions.  Chapter 91 is very restrictive about allowing builders to build on public tidelands, and generally limits projects to those that bestow a public benefit rather than residential or commercial use. The validity of the 1991 Municipal Harbor Plan, on which Oliner's proposal is based, was discussed. There must be affirmative action to renew the Plan every five years. Since the 1990's, there is no record of amendment of the Harbor Plan. A case filed in Delaware Court between LDA Acquisition and the BRA was discussed, in which LDA successfully argued that it did not have to make certain payments to the BRA by stating that the Harbor Plan had expired in 1997 and had not been renewed. Now, LDA is putting in its proposal that the Harbor Plan does exist. If the Harbor Plan does not exist, then the more stringent rules of Chapter 91 could apply to building on the Pier 5 tidelands. One person reported that someone at the DEP (State Department of Environmental Protection) believed that the Harbor Plan has expired and that Chapter 91 should govern this project.
A speaker reported that the Municipal Harbor Plan for Fort Point Channel had recently been updated to provide for the significant amount of development now taking place in South Boston. As it stands now, there is no open waterfront space from the east side of Boston across the harbor, with the exception of the existing space at Pier 5. 

Sentiment was that it would be better to require the developer to comply with Chapter 91 and not seek a new Municipal Harbor Plan which could make development on public tidelands like Pier 5 easier for developers. One person noted that accommodation is sometimes given to builders by the BRA as it is concerned about lawsuits. Someone else pointed out that it would be a mistake to assume that any plan would be actually followed based on precedent.

Suggestions were made to write to the Coastal Zone Management and the DEP, and the BRA (June 18 deadline) and at the state level, MEPA (June 23 deadline). 

g)  Courageous Sailing Center: The impact on Courageous Sailing Center by the proposed marina was raised. It was reported that Courageous Sailing Center believes that it has the right to the water there and would pursue that right. It was also stated that CSC might be likely to support a proposal for Pier 5 which gave CSC space or other support for expansion of its activities. In particular, CSC would like to have more classroom space.

h) National Park Service involvement: The National Park Service representative from the Cultural Resources Office in Philadelphia is monitoring this project because the entire area holds National Historic Landmark status, and is expected to provide comments to the BRA. The question of the Constitution and the Museum’s involvement was felt to be not necessary at this point except at a discussion level.

i) Public Safety Issues: With tighter security measures in place since 9/11, the impact on visitors to the Navy Yard was noted. Buses can no longer park inside the Park. There are few places for buses to park in the circle and they must resort to parking on Chelsea Street.

To compound these recent traffic and safety issues, construction vehicles during the two-year construction phase would impede egress during an emergency situation (e.g. Ropewalk Fire or security issue).

j) Use as green space (park land): Pier 5 is seen as the head of the harbor. Speakers said that their personal choice would be to have a park or green space but that it was recognized that the city would want revenue from taxes so this might be unrealistic and that something may be built on Pier 5. There was discussion that Pier 5 is the only place, particularly since the expressway has come down, that gives an unparalleled view of the Zakim Bridge and the view of the city skyline. It is hoped that these views of the city could be preserved by an alternative proposal. 

A further suggestion was to have green space with a full-service marina as there are few locations in Boston for transient boats to dock.

2. Opinions of residents in the Navy Yard on the development of Pier 5:

Concerns were shared on what would be built, how it could be scaled down for environmental impact, community impact, safety issues, and minimal disruption during and after construction. Sentiments include conservation and preservation of the Navy Yard. 

3. How to write letters to the BRA, MEPA and other appropriate agencies:
a) Every resident should write his/her individual letter. A sample letter to be used by neighborhood residents to the BRA (due latest June 17), MEPA (due latest June 23) and other agencies is almost ready to be circulated on the website. All residents are encouraged to personalize and send letters by mail (hard copy). The sample letter, instructions and a contact list of names and agencies are available on the website. 

The question was raised as to why the window is so tight for writing letters and comments. The builder has filed his intentions and has a 30-day period before initial approval of this plan. There is now a two-week window during which comments can be filed with the BRA (ending on June 17) and MEPA (ending on June 23). 

4. How we as Navy Yard residents, and other interested parties, can best organize our efforts to provide a coherent community response to the proposal:

a) We must get involved and organized early and quickly so that:


i) a list of issues can be identified for the builder to respond to


ii) we are not queried later as to why we did not get involved right away.

b) We can make a difference as was done with the proposed INS lock-up facility.

c) Charlestown Neighborhood Council Function: Article 80 of Boston’s Zoning Code states that there be community input for projects. The CNC is designated for that role in Charlestown. Even if the CNC votes unanimously in favor or against a project, it is an advisory role only: the BRA can still choose the opposite path.

The CNC's development committee will vote to recommend to the full CNC whether the full CNC should vote in favor of or against this project when making the CNC's recommendation to the BRA. The vote of the development committee may take place at the end of the meeting on June 15.  It is important that as many people as possible from the Navy Yard show up at the meeting to oppose this plan. It was strongly stressed that the CNC responds to a strong turnout in numbers and to focused issues. There should be a few key speakers. It was felt that the likely tax revenue from a Pier 5 development holds weight with the city, but so does the CNC's recommendation; and if a strong showing with clearly stated issues at the council meeting convinces members, they would support the residents in the neighborhood. The Mayor wants happy citizens and taxpayers.
d) It was noted that presenting a single focused issue is no guarantee for success. We should choose a few key issues and present them succinctly. 


i) MEPA: The broader issue to focus on is not to save our personal views, but to save the park. 


ii) sub-issue of parking (it was felt that the Charlestown Neighborhood Council would oppose digging in the park) 

e) Consultants should be lined up. A PR consultant is needed to best present our case to the media.  When we are ready, some professionals are ready to come on board. It was felt that O’Neill, who handled the INS matter, would do a good PR job. All consultant costs should be shared by neighbors.

f) All meetings (Charlestown Neighborhood Council, BRA, MEPA, etc.) should be represented as fully as possible by all neighbors to establish viewpoints other than the developer’s on what is wanted and not wanted in our neighborhood. 

g) Other suggested strategies to raise awareness and our profile: 


i) A rally (as in the INS) 


ii) The Bunker Hill Road Race this weekend

h) A sign-up sheet for donations to help fund the cost of consultants was distributed with no actual exchange of funds. Who will manage the fund must be dealt with at a future meeting.

5. To obtain a list of contacts and key contact people for flow of information:

a) The purpose of the website is to communicate information. Our web site address is http://www.medivector.com/fortpoint/index. The website will be updated by 5:00 p.m. each day. It was asked, and agreed, that a calendar be added to the website as will tonight’s minutes. A sheet of paper was passed around collecting attendees’ names and e-mail addresses to add them to the mailing list so they will be able to access the website for up-to-date information. A contact person from each building was identified as a key contact for communication purposes.

b) One volunteer from each building will knock on neighbors’ doors to ask for their e-mail addresses to add to our database so timely information can be distributed to as many residents as possible (done in Flagship Wharf, to be done in other buildings).

7. Next steps: 

a) Charlestown Waterfront Coalition Thursday, June 10, at 6:30 p.m. in Building 114.  This organization is a Charlestown-wide group of people concerned with the waterfront.  The meeting concerns Pier 5.  Please try to attend, and bring your friends and neighbors.  This is a chance to get the wider community support that will be critical in achieving our goals.
 

b) Tuesday June 15 at 7:00 p.m.: Charlestown Neighborhood Council meeting at Constitution Inn with the BRA and developer. This is a critical time to present in person to the CNC what we have learned and how it impacts directly on all of us living here in the Navy Yard. 

c) Filing comments and letters to the BRA, MEPA and other agencies before the June 17 deadline. 

Meeting adjourned 9:00 p.m.

