March 14, 2006

To the Honorable, the City Council:

We are pleased to convey our findings to the City Council with regard to the annual Town Gown reporting, which took place at the Planning Board meeting of February 7, 2006. You may recall that since 2005 we have asked the institutions to report on one night, rather than at a series of meetings as in the past. We find that it is instructive to hear the reports in one evening, to facilitate comparisons and get a better overview. As a complementary strategy, we have encouraged the schools to come to the Board during the year as issues arise and there is progress to report, and this has been taking place in a constructive manner. For example, during the year we have had informational sessions with Harvard University on the North Yard and Law School developments, with Lesley University on their master planning effort, and with MIT on their need for more time to raise funds for the planned Media Center.

In general, we find the institutions are all working within the parameters of the Zoning Ordinance, in particular with regard to Article 19 - Project Review, and we do not see any need for rezoning adjustments at this time. Although there are issues of concern as always, generally the institutions have demonstrated a willingness to be responsive to our concerns. The issues that rise to the forefront are noted below, and summarized in more detail in the attached list of questions to guide next year’s reporting.

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

Over the last few years, MIT has built several major new facilities, including the Stata Center, the Brain & Cognitive Sciences building, and two new dormitories. At present, there is not as much development activity on the MIT campus. The Board wants to be kept apprised of developments in the emerging dormitory district at Albany and Pacific Streets. The Board has some concerns about the lack of progress with building housing on sites owned by the Institute in lower Cambridgeport and would like an update on that progress next year. In addition, the Board feels the green spaces of the campus need more attention to complement the growth in building facilities, especially at the community/campus edges. Finally, the Board would like MIT to update the City on their vision for the portion of Massachusetts Avenue that runs between their campus and Lafayette Square, where the Institute owns many properties.
Lesley University

The Board understands that this is still a transitional time for Lesley, as the physical planning implications of the merger with the Art Institute of Boston have yet to be finalized. It appears that it is taking longer than anticipated to bring to fruition ambitious plans that require resources not yet available. The Board hopes that the vision expressed last year for an arts focus in Porter Square will not be lost, and that the possibility of developing air rights with the MBTA will still be pursued. We urge the City to explore how it can be helpful in facilitating Lesley’s master planning efforts as they relate to  needed public inputs.


Harvard University

The Board remains very interested in the ongoing effort to clarify plans for the Law School campus, and the impacts on Massachusetts Avenue between Harvard and Porter Squares. In addition, the North Yard development is taking physical shape, and the Board wishes to be kept informed of progress in this area. Clearly, the Allston Initiative is of interest to Cambridge as the campus center of gravity shifts toward the river. The Board is eager to be kept up to date on the long term planning, while realizing that it may be some time before those plans become more definitive. In particular, the City may want to engage soon in transportation planning and discussions with Harvard to better understand how the Allston development will impact transportation patterns and impacts in Cambridge.

Cambridge College

There have been no significant development activities on the part of Cambridge College recently. The Board does continue to receive an annual written update, and will ask the College to join the other institutions for the annual session when there are issues of concern to discuss. 

For your information we have also attached a list of institution-specific questions that we will pose to the universities for next year’s reports.
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Chair

INSTITUTION SPECIFIC INFORMATION REQUESTS

For Town-Gown Reports, 2006

Harvard University

1. Provide an update on planning and construction activities in the North Yard and Law School areas, including plans for the Massachusetts Avenue frontage.

2. Provide an update on the conversion of the Hilles Library to student services related uses and any impact on its visual relationship to the surrounding neighborhood.

3. Provide an update on any anticipated change in the quantity of space leased to commercial tenants (retail and office), with particular attention paid to any ground floor retail activity currently accessible to the public.

4. Provide an update of the plans for Allston as they affect the Cambridge campus and the City of Cambridge, with particular attention to proposed transportation links connecting Boston and Cambridge.

Lesley University

1. Provide an update on the status of the university master plan process, the schedule for its release and implementation, and outreach about this process to the City and the Agassiz, Neighborhood 9, and Porter Square communities.

2. Provide an update on planning and construction activities on the Main Campus and Porter Square areas.  The Porter Square update should address the Porter Exchange building, the parking lots located across Massachusetts Avenue, MBTA Porter Square Station air rights, and the North Congregational Church.

3. Provide an update on the move of Art Institute of Boston facilities to Cambridge, including the use of facilities at the Episcopal Divinity School.

4. Describe plans for properties currently held by the University on or abutting Massachusetts Avenue.  Particular attention should be paid to a description of the uses intended on the ground floor of these sites, as related to community concerns about maintaining an active retail environment.

5. Provide information on the scope and projected growth of off-site learning, and the ability of such programs to finance campus improvements in Cambridge.

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

1. Provide an update on long term planning for the main campus, with a particular focus on plans for campus green space and campus edges, where MIT property abuts other land owners.

2. Provide information on any plans for additional housing and other uses under consideration for MIT owned parcels in Cambridgeport.

3. Provide information on plans for MIT owned parcels located along Massachusetts Avenue, with particular attention to ground floor retail uses.

4. Provide information on how MIT plans to strengthen the link between its campus and the Central Square shopping district.

5. Provide an update on plans for the following properties:

a. The vacant parking lot located at the intersections of School and Cherry Streets.

b. The vacant lot located at Watson and Brookline Streets.

c. The former California Paint site.

d. 130 Brookline Street.

