TO:

Robert W. Healy, City Manager

FROM:
Beth Rubenstein, Assistant City Manager for CD

DATE:

April 26, 2006

RE:

VFW and Trolley Square Affordable Housing Projects

In response to the City Council request for additional background information, we provide the following:

VFW

1. Disposition Report to City Council, July 31, 2000.

2. Report on community meetings to Council, October 2, 2000.

3. Disposition Order of City Council, October 16, 2000.

4. Report to City Council, November 6, 2000.

5. Cambridge Affordable Housing Trust (CAHT) Request for Proposals to develop VFW, September 3, 2003.

The original Disposition Report prepared regarding the city-owned VFW property (July 2000) anticipated that approximately 500 square feet of space would be able to be included in the project for community space without “significantly impacting the financial feasibility of a potential affordable residential project.” While a formal disposition report was not required (per the city’s Disposition of City Property Ordinance) for disposition to the Trust, the City administration felt it was important to provide to the Council this background on site history, zoning, potential uses, and a preliminary development plan which discussed the opportunities and challenges posed by this dilapidated structure.

Prior to the Council’s disposition vote, CDD provided a brief description of the 16-month process of community meeting in the Porter Square neighborhood between spring 1999 and August 2000 (October 2000).

In October 2000, the Council voted to approve transfer of the property to the CAHT.  The vote referenced “creation of some public space” in an early Whereas clause; however, the Order did not require that public space be part of the final property disposition. 

A November 2000 communication to the Council described additional meetings with seniors and area artists to discuss community space. At that time, some kind of public space was still anticipated in the fully developed project. 

In September 2003, the Trust issued an RFP for potential developers. Again, community space was anticipated, but not required. Page 9 noted “to the extent possible, proposals should incorporate up to 500 square feet of community space in development proposals for this site. Community space, if feasible, should have separate egress from the residential portion of the project . . . however, neither the cost of building out shell space with tenant improvements not the cost of operating the space may be included as a project cost.”

The non-profit housing development group CASCAP was the only respondent to the RFP, and was designated developer of the site in January 2004. As instructed in the RFP, they worked hard to include community space in the project design but determined after much consideration that, given certain physical and other constraints, community space would not be physically or financially feasible. 

As noted to the report to the Council in February 2006, over many months of analysis CASCAP concluded that there were serious drawbacks regarding management of the community space, its location in the building, and its financial drain on the project, summarized as follows:

· Given that this was to be a homeownership project—based on community preference, need, and availability of funding support for ownership--there was a serious question as to who would manage any community space, including scheduling, maintenance and upkeep, rent collection, and the like – the condominium association was not likely to take on this responsibility;

· The physical layout of the relatively small building, with narrow Mass Ave frontage, and the need to create an accessible entrance to the community space, meant that community space would be located in the rear, a less than ideal space for the community in terms of visibility, and with potential to conflict with the nearby abutters on Russell Street;

· Financially, providing community space would be a significant drain on the project budget, providing no proceeds from sale of a unit, and limiting debt financing and state funding (approximately $300,000 would be lost to the project budget);

· Finally, given the inclusion of 1,200 s.f. of community space at Trolley Square, as well as the presence of community space at the Housing Authority’s Leonard Russell Apartments at 2050 Mass Ave across the street, other options for such space are available in the area.

Trolley Square

1. Disposition Report to City Council, March 17, 2003

2. Additional information to City Council regarding Disposition Report, May 12, 2003
3. City Manager Order, as amended, authorizing transfer of Trolley Square to the Cambridge Affordable Housing Trust, May 12, 2003
The Trolley Square site was deeded to the City of Cambridge from the MBTA in early 2001. A study committee was appointed by the City Manager and met from February 2002 to December 2002 to look at the future potential of the site. In summary, the committee’s report favored a mixed-income, mixed-use project with retail, community and open space components. In terms of dwelling units, they favored 12-15 units if there was surface parking and 20-25 units if parking could be located underground. Underground parking was also preferred.

In March 2003, a Disposition Report was submitted to the Council. The Council passed a disposition order on May 12, 2003, transferring the property to the CAHT.   This vote required that the Trolley Square development include: 35-40 units of mixed-income rental and homeownership housing, a publicly accessible open space area of at least 3,000 SF, and 1,500 to 3,000 SF of retail or community space.  Following that vote, the CAHT issued an RFP for developers of the site and in January 2004 Homeowner’s Rehab, Inc. was designated developer of the site. 

As noted in the February 2006 report to the City Council, the Trolley Square project includes 8 units of affordable homeownership housing and 32 units of affordable rental housing, with parking underground. The project also includes 1,200 square feet of community space and 1,300 space of retail space. A new city park of approximately 3,600 square feet, to be built after the housing project is complete, will link the project to Linear Park and from there to the Minuteman Bike Path. Trolley Square is currently in construction and is anticipated to be complete in late summer 2006. 

