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NEIGHBORHOOD AND LONG TERM PLANNING

In City Council September 23, 2002
COMMITTEE MEMBERS

Councillor Kenneth E. Reeves, Chair

Councillor Marjorie C. Decker
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The Neighborhood and Long Term Planning Committee held a public meeting on 
July 17, 2002, beginning at 3:15 p.m., in the Ackermann Room for the purpose of discussing neighborhood studies and the ingredients of a good neighborhood and a livable city.


Present at the hearing were Councillor Kenneth E. Reeves, chair of the committee and City Clerk D. Margaret Drury.  Also present were Susan Glazer, Deputy Director of the Community Development Department (CDD) and Stuart Dash, Director of Community and Neighborhood Planning, CDD.  The following members of the public also attended the meeting:  Kathryn S. Podgers, 148 Pearl Street, Fred Reece, 9 Woodrow Wilson Court, Patricia Dixon, 9 Putnam Gardens, Lois Jones, 9 Putnam Gardens, Lydia Vickers, 45 Cherry Street, and Lee Farris, 269 Norfolk Street.  


Councillor Reeves convened the hearing and explained the purpose. He invited Ms. Glazer and Mr. Dash to begin a discussion of the issue of what makes a good neighborhood and city.  He noted that the University Relations Committee is also looking at long term planning issues that focus on university/city planning and land use, and expressed a desire to not use this committee to repeat those discussions. Councillor Reeves asked what reading material on these issues would be helpful to the committee.  Ms. Glazer said that there is a plethora of writing on the issue of what makes a good city and a good neighborhood.  Councillor Reeves requested a short bibliography of books and perhaps articles on the quality of life in cities.  

Councillor Reeves then moved to a discussion of the neighborhood study reports submitted to the committee by CDD (on file in the Office of the City Clerk).  He asked Mr. Dash to tell the committee why and how these neighborhood studies are useful.  Mr. Dash said that the studies are very useful in the physical planning work in the neighborhoods, for example, sidewalks, parks, and traffic calming projects.  The studies do not address neighborhood concerns related to schools and police.  CDD is trying to strengthen the process of reporting back to the neighborhood about what study recommendations have been implemented.  CDD has also developed a process for conducting updates on previous study reports to refresh the recommendations and develop specific action plans for each report.

The discussion then focused on examination of specific reports.  Councillor Reeves began with the 1993 Riverside Study Report because the Riverside neighborhood is engaged in an extensive study process and update of previous recommendations.  He noted that the recommendations included increasing the amount of affordable housing and improving the maintenance of housing in the neighborhood and asked what had been done to implement these recommendations.  Mr. Dash said that the City had increased its support and marketing of the nonprofit rehab programs that assist lower income homeowners with repair and maintenance.  With regard to increasing the amount of affordable housing, Mr. Dash said that he would be happy to provide the committee with a complete list, but that he had not brought such a list to this meeting.   

Councillor Reeves said that a review of the particular sites that the study group had recommended for affordable housing shows that most of the recommended sites did not become affordable housing.  The committee also recommended  preservation of the expiring use buildings, and that has been more successful, particularly in the case of 808 Memorial Drive.  He added that, overall, he questions whether the neighborhood study had any effect on the amount of affordable housing in Riverside.  

The group then turned its attention to the 1993 recommendations regarding parks in Riverside.  Mr. Dash said that the recommendations on park redesign and rehabilitation in Riverside came from this study and have been implemented.  Councillor Reeves noted that the City has been more successful with the park recommendations than with the affordable housing recommendations.  The committee then looked briefly at the other recommendations, including recommendations for Harvard, such as community gardens, more involvement in neighborhood organizations, removing the barrier fences around Mather House and Peabody Terrace, recommendations about employment and urban design.  

Councillor Reeves thanked Mr. Dash for all of his work in assembling this material.  He said that he would like the committee to look at the efficacy of neighborhood studies.  They take a long time to complete and they are expensive.  It is not clear that the studies can have much impact on issues such as the amount and location of affordable housing.  Perhaps they should be used in a somewhat more focused and limited way, to look at the neighborhood issues that can best be impacted with this type of study.  He would like the committee to learn about what kind of neighborhood planning other cities do and what are some of the more successful mechanisms and models.

Councillor Reeves then invited public comment.


Lee Ferris requested the committee’s assistance in bringing before the City Council the issue of reconsidering the open space plan for 238 Broadway.  The present plan is to demolish the buildings and use the entire land area for open space.  Several neighbors support using the existing buildings for affordable housing and constructing a smaller park with the remainder of the land area.


Lydia Ferris also urged the committee to consider recommending a Council hearing on this matter.  In addition to providing much-needed affordable housing, the City could also save a grove of beautiful old trees that would be demolished under the current plan.


Kathryn Podgers stated that she has collected fifty-seven

 signatures of citizens who want the beach and boat ramp restored at Magazine Beach as a part of the renovations to that area.


Councillor Reeves then reviewed the material that CDD has been requested to provide for the next committee meeting.  The following is a list of the requests:

1. Selected bibliography of books and articles on livable cities and neighborhoods.

2. A list of new affordable housing developed in Riverside since 1993.

3. Information about how other cities proceed with neighborhood planning, including examples of other ways of approaching the challenges of taking charge of how change happens.

4. Inclusion of other related studies and reports to the compendium of neighborhood study reports, in a tabulated format for easy reference.


Councillor Reeves thanked all of those present for attendance and interest.


The meeting was adjourned at 5:15 P.M.







For the Committee,







Councillor Kenneth E. Reeves







Chair 
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The Neighborhood and Long Term Planning Committee held a public meeting on 
July 30, 2002, beginning at 3:15 p.m., in the Office of the City Council for the purpose of continuing to discuss neighborhood studies and the ingredients of a good neighborhood and a livable city.


Present at the hearing were Councillor Kenneth E. Reeves, chair of the committee, City Clerk D. Margaret Drury, Beth Rubenstein, Assistant City Manager for Community Development, Susan Glazer, Deputy Director of the Community Development Department (CDD) and Stuart Dash, Director of Community and Neighborhood Planning, CDD.


Councillor Reeves convened the hearing and explained the purpose. He reviewed the following requests for material made at the last meeting:

· Selected bibliography of books and articles on livable cities and neighborhoods.

· List of affordable housing developed in Riverside in the last ten years.

· Information about how other cities proceed with neighborhood planning, including examples of other ways of shaping/controlling change.

· Appendices to the neighborhood studies including other/more recent planning studies and reports related to the areas studied in the neighborhood study reports.

Mr. Dash submitted a bibliography on the subject of what makes  good neighborhoods (Attachment A).  He then discussed material outlined in a summary he had prepared based on a review of some of the respected literature on what makes a good neighborhood and how CDD supports good neighborhoods.  Attachment B.

Mr. Dash found the following factors to be among the most significant in determining whether a neighborhood is good and livable place:

· A sense of place – well defined boundaries.

Councillor Reeves noted the importance of a neighborhood identity in the creation of a sense of place.  He also pointed to Cambridgeport, Riverside and Kerry Corner as examples of how there can be different definitions of a neighborhood.  Mr. Dash said that Jane Jacobs sees the political definition as one very important definition of neighborhood – the neighborhood as a political unit.  However, cities can have several different combinations that make up political districts for different levels of government.  Clearly, the boundary areas are not fixed boundaries; they are what the residents define as the boundaries.  

· Population to support neighborhood activity – local retail, facilities and functions. 

· Human scale –short walking distances, pedestrian activity on streets.

At this point Councillor Reeves added that the characteristic of human scale also relates to the size of the buildings.  Ms. Rubenstein agreed.  She said that the “new urbanism” movement involves looking at the horizontal building spaces as well, with the point of view that buildings that are closer together and arranged in patterns that emphasize street life contribute greatly to livability.

· Places for human interaction  - front stoops, sidewalks, parks.

Mr. Dash explained that recent articles look at need for places for human interactions as a need for the “third space,” a space that is neither home nor workplace, but rather “in between” both physically and psychosocially.

· Provides ability to meet the daily needs of residents – goods, services and transportation.

· Works to service those things that contribute to the quality of life, e.g., safety, schools.


The discussion then turned to the tools and programs that the City of Cambridge, through the Community Development Department, uses to support and enhance good neighborhoods. See Attachment B.


Ms. Rubenstein noted that the design review provisions adopted by the City Council as part of the Citywide Rezoning amendments have had a positive effect and will continue to be of major importance in the North Point development.  She pointed to the plans for the first new housing at North Point since the completion of that zoning as an example of how well the guidelines are working to provide a physical framework for a livable neighborhood. 


Councillor Reeves asked if Cambridge Street would have broader sidewalks after the Cambridge Street reconstruction work is finished.  Ms. Rubenstein said that she would look into that matter and report back to the committee.  There will be many enhancements to the area, but she is not sure whether the sidewalks will be widened significantly.  She recalls that the local business owners did not want to lose the customers who traditionally double-park outside of Cambridge Street businesses for quick purchases.


Councillor Reeves asked if there are statistics on how many businesses are helped each year by the façade improvement program.  Ms. Rubenstein said that those statistics are included in the budget; she believes that the program assists six to ten businesses per year.  Councillor Reeves said that the Grafton Street Restaurant windows are lovely and that he would like to see them replicated in many other facades. He said that this is a good program.  He added that the program could perhaps make a more substantial change if it were more closely focused in one particular area.


Councillor Reeves then suggested that this might be the time for an evaluative look at the changes in Central Square; from the point of view of what actions the City took to bring about change, what worked and what did not work.  He stated that he is still interested in more information about how other cities, including international cities, have tried to manage change to improve the livability of their neighborhoods. He would also be very interested in obtaining a copy of anything that Kevin Lynch has written about Cambridge.  Councillor Reeves reminded the committee that there is also an outstanding request for the list of affordable housing produced in Riverside over the last ten years.


At this time, Mr. Dash distributed the appendices to the compendium of neighborhood study plans (plans and appendices are on file in the City Clerk’s Office) and described the contents.  


Councillor Reeves ended the meeting by thanking the Community Development staff, and in particular, Mr. Dash, for his work in providing the materials for the committee.  He thanked all of those present for their participation in this interesting and important subject.


The meeting was adjourned at 4:20 p.m.







For the Committee






Councillor Kenneth E. Reeves, Chair
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The Finance Committee held a public meeting on Tuesday, September 10, 2002 at eleven o’clock and forty minutes A. M. in the Ackermann Room.

The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the issue of increasing the homeowner’s exemption on property taxes from 20% to 30%.


Present at the meeting were Councillor Brian Murphy, Chair of the Committee, Vice Mayor Henrietta Davis, Councillor Timothy J. Toomey, Jr., City Manager Robert W. Healy, Deputy City Manager Richard Rossi, Acting Assistant City Manager for Fiscal Affairs Louis A. DePasquale, Assistant Finance Director Claire Spinner, Assessor Kevin McDevitt and Deputy City Clerk Donna P. Lopez.  Also present were Michael Devney, 502 Green Street and Gerald Bergman, 82 Elm Street.


Councillor Murphy convened the meeting and stated the purpose. 


Councillor Murphy asked about the procedure around the 20% and 30% exemption and the timetable.


Mr. Healy spoke about the timetable.  The public hearing before the City Council on the tax rate classification is scheduled for September 23, 2002.  The tax bills will be mailed on or about October l, 2002 for payment of tax bills in November.  The 20% residential exemption was done by state statute.  Boston and Somerville filed home rule petitions to increase the tax exemption to 30%.  In reality, he said, that if Cambridge filed a home rule petition to increase the residential exemption to 30% this could become effective for the October, 2003 tax bills.  It is logistically impossible to make this change this year.  A home rule petition will be prepared if this is the recommendation of the Finance Committee.


Councillor Murphy asked if this could occur for the April tax bills.  Mr. Healy responded that the Department of Revenue would not allow a split in the tax bills.


The Finance Department has provided data to show the impact on the residential tax rate for both 20% and 30% exemption.  The tax dollars still need to be collected, no matter what the exemption. Mr. DePasquale distributed documentation entitled “Effects on Residential Tax Rate for Fiscal Year 2003” (ATTACHMENT A).   He stated that the break-even point, around $884,000, is almost identical for both the 20% and 30% exemption.  No additional units are expected to benefit from the increased exemption.  There is no impact on the commercial tax rate.  The levy will be up approximately 6.1% for 2002.  Sixty-seven percent (67%), of residences are owner-occupied.  He discussed one, two, three family and condominium homes and percentage of which will receive residential exemption.  He further stated that the impact on apartment units is listed on page six of the documentation.  Vice Mayor Davis asked if apartments are not eligible why show this information.  Mr. Healy responded because of the shift in the rate.  All rental units, he said, are not eligible for the exemption.  Mr. Devney stated that this is further rental shock.  Mr. Healy stated that at the most it would be an increase of $9.00 per month.  Mr. Devney stated that large property owners have a possible larger gain when the property is sold but renters are constantly losing money.


In response to a question by Councillor Murphy regarding senior exemptions and tax deferrals, Mr. McDevitt stated that Cambridge has 200 elderly abatements that are exempt from the CPA and 13 tax deferrals for persons over 65.  The property tax is the most regressive of all taxes, he said.  It affects the lowest income level.  Vice Mayor Davis asked what would make the tax more progressive.  Mr. McDevitt responded to change the exemption to 30%.  Vice Mayor Davis stated that there is a lack of progressivity to exempt condominiums.  Ms. Spinner stated that 60% of the condominiums are owner-occupied.


Mr. Bergman stated that the Area 4 Coalition has discussed this issue.  Increasing the residential exemption is a benefit to the neighborhood.  It is a progressive tax and has a negligible impact on renters.  He asked if this is the second tax year that Cambridge has not taken advantage of this increased exemption.  Mr. Rossi stated that if the home rule is approved by the City Council this increase would be effective in the third year it is available.  Mr. Bergman stated that he is personally not happy with the delay as he is missing $300 per tax year for two years.  He asked Mr. Healy if he has a recommendation on this issue.  Mr. Healy stated that this is a policy decision based on provided information and data.  There is a down side—that being a pass through to rental property.  There are a significant number of rental properties in this community.  The data shows it makes sense to go to the 30% exemption, but the City Council will make this decision.


Mr. Devney stated that he was in support of the residential exemption.  The increased exemption will be advantageous for first time homebuyers who would live in Cambridge.  He asked what is the enforcement on homeowner occupancy.     Mr. McDevitt replied that the City reviews income tax and voter registration records to ensure homeowner occupancy.  Cambridge’s residential tax rate is the lowest in the state, he said.


Mr. Healy informed the committee that eleven communities have the 20% exemption and two communities, Boston and Somerville, have the 30% exemption.


Councillor Murphy asked how long does it take to include the exemption.  Six months stated Mr. Healy.


Mr. Bergman asked if there will be a vote at the September 23, 2002 City Council meeting to file a home rule petition to increase the exemption.  


A discussion ensued relative to the deadline for filing home rule legislation.  Councillor Murphy asked Councillor Toomey about the time frame to file home rule legislation at the state level.  Councillor Toomey stated that December 4, 2002 is the last date to file a home rule petition by right at the state.   A home rule petition, he felt, would move quickly.  There was no opposition to the petitions filed by Boston and Somerville.


Ms. Spinner stated that the break-even point between the 20% and 30% exemption is close because the tax rate has increased.


Mr. Devney asked if Somerville’s exemption encouraged two family homes to become condominiums.  Councillor Toomey suggested that Mr. Devney check with Somerville on this matter.


At the conclusion of the meeting Councillor Murphy submitted the following motion:

ORDERED:
That the City Manager be and hereby is requested to instruct the City Solicitor to draft a home rule petition to increase the residential exemption to 30%.


The motion carried on a voice vote.


Councillor Murphy thanked all those present for their attendance.


The meeting adjourned at twelve o’clock and twenty minutes P.M.






For the Committee,






Councillor Brian Murphy, Chair
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The Government Operations and Rules Committee held a public meeting on 
September 18, 2002, beginning at 12:40 P.M. in the Ackermann Room, for the purpose of reviewing the fall committee schedule with regard to the City Manager evaluation and City Council goal setting. 


Present at the hearing were Councillor David P. Maher, Chair of the Committee, Councillor Brian Murphy, Councillor Timothy J. Toomey, Jr., Mayor Michael A. Sullivan, Sandra Albano, Assistant to the City Council, D. Margaret Drury, City Clerk, Donna Lopez, Deputy City Clerk, and Elaine McGrath, Cambridge City Clerk’s Office.  Also present were Robert W. Healy, City Manager, Richard Rossi, Deputy City Manager, and Julia Bowdoin, City Manager’s Office. 

Councillor Maher convened the hearing and reviewed the proposed schedule for the evaluation of the City Manager and goal setting.  The proposed calendar was the product of Council discussions and a meeting that he had with City Clerk Drury and Ms. Albano.  He also stated that this year’s process would rely heavily on a statistically reliable telephone survey as well as an internet posting for public comment.  

According to Ms. Bowdoin, the contract for the phone and Web surveys was awarded to Opinion Dynamics, Inc., the company that conducted the survey two years ago.  This year’s survey will cost approximately $21,000, which is less than the previous survey.  It will include 400 phone interviews, as well as a questionnaire on the city’s Web site.  The City Manager’s office is in the process of putting together the final questions, including eliminating outdated questions from 2000.  Opinion Dynamics will then conduct two nights of phone interviews, and also post the survey on the city’s Web site for a three to four week period. The company will tally all the responses and compare them to the 2000 results within a week after the surveys are completed.  Ms. Bowdoin estimated that the results would be available 4 weeks after the questions are finalized and by October 30.  

Councillor Maher then reviewed the proposed schedule for October 30, which includes a working meeting of the Council to present the results of the survey at 4:30 p.m., and a public hearing at 6:00 p.m. to receive comments on the city goals.  

Councillor Murphy asked that the Council be give the opportunity to review the survey questions before the survey is taken.  

There was further discussion about making the survey available in places besides the Web, and publicizing it.  The participants agreed to leave the question open as far as disseminating the survey in other public places, such as libraries.  Councillor Maher asked that the survey be advertised in a press release and in the city’s upcoming newsletter.  

Regarding the timeline for decision on the City Manager’s contract, Councillor Maher noted that it provides for negotiations and action on the contract by December 31.  The format of meetings is similar to the process two years ago.  As to specific dates, Councillor Maher emphasized that it was important to schedule time for group evaluation of the City Manager’s performance by the Council, a step that was omitted from the previous process.  By October 11, Councillors will hold their individual meetings with the Manager; the group evaluation is currently scheduled for November 13.  Councillor Maher asked the City Clerk to provide the councillors with evaluation forms, which they can use at their discretion in their meetings with the Manager.  Mayor Sullivan pointed out that if the evaluation forms are completed and given to the Manager, they may become public records, which councillors should consider.

Mayor Sullivan then recommended shortening and completing the process of evaluating the Manager by November.  Councillor Maher explained that he wants the public to be satisfied that the process was adequate, with enough public input.  Mayor Sullivan stated that he believes that the goal setting and manager evaluation are mutually exclusive, and should be because of the immense amount of work to produce the goals and contract.  He recommends completing action on the contract before Thanksgiving, with an opportunity for public comment.    

The group discussed ways of doing a group evaluation and/or combining the evaluation with the Council decision on the contract. City Clerk Drury reminded the group that, in the last manager evaluation, some members of the City Council were unhappy that the contract was negotiated at a full City Council meeting without prior committee discussion.  Mayor Sullivan noted that in the efforts to juggle the goal setting and evaluation last time, the contract was lost in the shuffle.  

After discussing various dates for the events in the timeline, the participants agreed on the following schedule (to be Attachment A from Sandra Albano):

· October 23, 2002  5:30 P.M.  Public Testimony regarding City Manager’s performance

· October 30, 2002  4:30 P.M.  Presentation of results of telephone survey

· October 30, 2002  6:00 P.M.  Public hearing to receive testimony regarding City Council’s FY04 Goals

· November 7, 2002  9:00-5:00  Off-site meeting with facilitator to review the current City Council’s Goals and consider changes if necessary.  No public comment.

· November 13, 2002  9:00-11:00 A.M.  Government Operations Committee holds working meeting with City Manager for group evaluation by members of the City Council and to discuss what the Committee will recommend to the full City Council.

· November 18, 2002  5:30 P.M.  City Council’s Goals adopted by full City Council; decision on City Manager’s contract.

Councillor Maher thanked those present for their attendance and adjourned the meeting at 1:05 P.M.






For the Committee,

Councillor David P. Maher, Chair
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