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69 Beacon Street Boston MA 02108 info@friendsofthepublicgarden.org                friendsofthepublicgarden.org 617.723.8144          

 THE COMMON THE MALLTHE GARDEN

September 18, 2023

Mr. Arthur Jemison
Director, Boston Planning & Development Agency
One City Hall Plaza
Boston, MA 02201 RE: Draft PLAN: Downtown

Dear Mr. Jemison:

The Friends of the Public Garden has long been committed to caring, renewing, and 
advocating for the Boston Common, Public Garden, and Commonwealth Avenue Mall.  
We are excited by Boston’s growth and vibrancy but consistent with our mission, we 
work to ensure that the parks are protected from any adverse impact from development 
projects.  The Boston Common and Public Garden are vital to the growth of Downtown 
and abutting neighborhoods, and residential growth in the Downtown has had a positive 
impact on our greenspaces. Because of the close interrelationship of the two, the Friends 
has served on PLAN: Downtown’s Advisory Group since its inception.  

We were in support of the initial goals of the Plan, especially its incorporation of the 
State’s shadow laws as baseline criteria. Since the waiver from the shadow laws granted 
to Millennium for its Winthrop Square Tower in 2017, the Friends has developed a 
modeling system that could serve as a consistent tool for the design of new developments 
that centers the vital importance of sunshine for our irreplaceable greenspaces as a value 
early in the development process. We have shared these with your staff and have received 
positive feedback from them.

PLAN: Downtown was undertaken by the BPDA to comply with c657 Articles of 2017 
which stipulated that the City initiate a comprehensive Downtown plan that would 
provide predictability for developers and community alike, and eliminate the practice of 
development projects being approved in isolation.  In reviewing the draft PLAN: 
Downtown, we question whether the Plan’s proposed zoning for Sub-Area 2a is scaled 
with its density bonus to accommodate a specific project, 21-22 Bromfield St, already 
submitted to the BPDA. 

In addition, we are concerned that the density bonus height proposed for Sub-Area 2b 
changes the Midtown Cultural District Boston Common Protection Area from Bromfield 
to West Streets from 125’ to 180.’ We would appreciate a demonstration that such a 
change will not violate the State shadow laws.



The Friends was pleased to be a member of the Advisory Group working with BPDA staff to develop a plan 
that met the objectives of c657 Acts of 2017. We were concerned that the BPDA stopped the planning 
process for two years, allegedly because of Covid, and we wrote to you urging a reactivation. Once the 
planning process was resumed, we were very disappointed that a significant change had been proposed to 
the historic Ladder District zoning without any discussion with the Advisory Group and that the BPDA has 
been unresponsive to date to the many critical comments submitted concerning the proposed upward zoning 
that is not compatible with the Ladder District Character Area.

Thank you for your consideration of our comments.

Respectfully,

Elizabeth Vizza 
President

Leslie Singleton Adam
Char, Board of Directors

Cc:  Mayor Michelle Wu
Chief of Environment, Energy, and Open Space Mariama White-Hammond 
Parks Commissioner Ryan Woods
Director of Planning Aimee Chambers
Senator Lydia Edwards
Representative Aaron Michlewitz
Representative Jay Livingstone
City Council President Ed Flynn
City Councilor Sharon Durkan
City Councilor Gabriela Coletta
City Councilor Michael Flaherty
City Councilor Ruthzee Louijeune
City Councilor Julia Mejia
City Councilor Erin Murphy
Senior Planner Andrew Nahmias



The Druker Company, Ltd., Suite 1000, 50 Federal Street, Boston, Massachusetts 02110-2536 

September 18, 2023 

VIA EMAIL 

Mr. Andrew Nahmias, Senior Planner II 
Boston Redevelopment Authority 
d/b/a Boston Planning & Development Agency_(BJ>DA) 
One City Hall Square 
Boston, Massachusetts 02201-1007 

Re: PLAN: Downtown 

Dear Mr. Nahmias: 

The Druker Company, Ltd. has been an active member of the Boston community for over 124 
years and three generations, as well as a founding member of The Downtown Boston Business 
Improvement District (BID). As concerned members of the community and property owners of 
the block bounded by Winter Street, Washington Street and Bromfield Street in the area, we 
request that these properties, which encompass The Orpheum Block, become PDA eligible. 

We are, accordingly, one of the largest property owners in the area affected by the Plan: 
Downtown and as such, are capable of and interested in providing the achievement of the goals 
of preservation, creation of entertainment, retail, and housing including affordable housing, and 
the overall goal of the revitalization of Downtown, particularly in the Downtown 
Crossing/Washington Street area which has been challenged by post-pandemic trends. It is 
critical that retail activity, community growth, residential life and overall public safety are 
revitalized in the Downtown Crossing. Without a Planned Development Area (PDA), however, 
none of these goals are likely to be accomplished. We are writing to address a particular issue 
regarding the PLAN, which is that Planned Development Areas (PDAs) are not included in the 
Draft PLAN: Downtown. 

The PLAN is silent as to Planned Development Area (PDA) eligibility and proposed zoning 
controls for PDA eligible areas. We strongly advise and request the drafting of zoning which 
allows PDAs in additional areas including our site bounded by Winter, Washington and 
Bromfield Streets, with PDA height limits commensurate with existing building heights (in 
conformance with Shadow Legislation) along Washington Street including the former Filene's 
Block and specific mitigation and public benefit requirements. 

Telephone: (617) 357-5700 Telefax: (617) 357-6494 
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The PDA zoning vehicle will enable owners to design and deliver projects that create new retail 
and entertainment venues (and, in the case of the Orpheum Theatre, allow for renovation of this 
vital and historic venue), increase housing including affordable housing, address preservation 
priorities for existing buildings, and create public benefits. These aspirations are all goals of the 
PLAN, and in this case, projects like the Orpheum Block will not be possible without the 
flexibility provided by the PDA zoning vehicle. 

Currently, PDA eligibility covers a patchwork of blocks and development sites along 
Washington Street and a small area between Washington and Tremont Streets. The intent of 
Article 3-lA(a) of the Zoning Code is to alloW-PDAs in any part of a subdistrict, subject to 
public review and approval by the BPDA and Zoning Commission. According to the BPDA's 
written policy, PD As promote and accommodate large-scale, complex development; provide for 
a greater flexibility of zoning including additional controls for the development; and public 
benefits for the surrounding community and neighborhood. We think this zoning vehicle is 
tailor-made for the Downtown Crossing and the Orpheum Block where one-acre sites are rare; 
and as stated above development proposals will inevitably include complex planning, design, and 
mitigation considerations. 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the PLAN and we look forward to further 
discussion on the direct benefits of the incorporation of PDAs into the PLAN: Downtown and 
the future zoning. 

Sincerely, 

Ronald M. Druker 
President 

CC: Mayor Michele Wu 
James Arthur Jemison II, Director, BPDA 
Aimee Chambers, Chief of Planning, BPDA 
Michael Christopher, Director of Development Review, BPDA 
Casey Hines, Deputy Director of Development Review, BPDA 
Steven D. Fessler, TDC 
Barbara J. Boylan AIA, TDC 
Michael Nichols, BID 
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September 18, 2023 
 
 
Priscilla Rojas  
Chair 
Boston Planning & Development Agency  
One City Hall, Ninth Floor  
Boston, MA 02201 
 

James Arthur Jemison 
Chief of Planning 
Boston Planning & Development Agency  
One City Hall, Ninth Floor  
Boston, MA 02201 
 

RE: Boston Planning & Development Agency PLAN: Downtown 
 
Dear Chair Rojas and Mr. Jemison: 
 
Please accept the following comments filed on behalf of the International Masonry 
Institute (IMI) in response to the Boston Planning & Development Agency PLAN: 
Downtown. IMI is a labor-management partnership between the International Union of 
Bricklayers and Allied Craftworkers and its signatory contractors that works to promote 
responsible building with masonry and tile. IMI’s team of architects, engineers, and 
construction managers researches and develops programs and technical advice related 
to masonry and tile installation, including around the resilience, sustainability and 
durability of these materials and their building systems.  
 
We applaud the City of Boston for planning for the future of downtown. Many of the goals 
of the Plan are appropriate and will serve Bostonians well into the future. We do have 
reservations for a recommendation made in Design Guidelines section under 
Sustainability & Climate Resilience.  In Section 4.2 (on page 77) there is a 
recommendation to implement Cool Walls for Facades when possible. However, that 
recommendation is misguided as it relates to Boston and should not be included in the 
final document. While cool roofs and pavements can help reduce the heat island effect, 
cool wall strategies may not help as intended and actually work against other 
recommendations in this guide. 
 
Boston is a Heating Dominated Climate 
 
As referenced in the Plan, the “Heat Resilience Solutions for Boston” document states: 
 

If emission trends continue as they are, it’s predicted that there will be up to 
25 to 42 days above 90°F, including up to 1 to 6 days above 100°F by the 
2050s. For communities who are already overburdened, increasing extreme 
heat risks can cause disproportionate impacts.  

 
The Northeast, including Boston, however, has 6,013 Heating Degree Days (HDD) 
according to the U.S. Energy Information Administration which means that more heating 

https://www.bisnow.com/tags/boston-planning-&-development-agency


is required for buildings in Boston than cooling days. Therefore, walls which reflect heat 
actually require buildings to use more energy to provide comfort for occupants. This 
increases the operational carbon of a project which Plan: Downtown is meant to mitigate. 
Highly efficient buildings use walls with thermal mass (brick and concrete) to slow the 
transmission of heat through the wall thereby reducing the energy consumption of a 
building. The heat capacity of these walls are actually beneficial during warm or hot 
periods since they absorb heat during the hottest part of the day.  You can look at the 
thousands of masonry buildings in hot climates to see that this type of construction can 
mitigate hotter temperatures. 
 
Cool Wall Research Was Based on the Climate of Los Angeles, Not Boston.  
 
The Plan references the LEED Pilot Credit for Heat Island Mitigation as a basis for the 
recommendation; however, the basis for that credit is based on research on cool surfaces 
in the Los Angeles area. The research paper “Measured Cooling Energy Savings from 
Reflective Wall Finishes: Evaluation as an Efficiency Measure across Climates” by Danny 
S. Parker, FSEC Energy Research Center, University of Central Florida, does not support 
that climates such as Boston will benefit from cool walls. 

 
With simulations we corroborated the finding of Petrie et al. (2007) that 
reflective walls are unhelpful in heating dominated climates such as 
Baltimore, Minneapolis and New York City. Essentially, if the ratio of cooling 
degree days to heating degree days is less than 0.9, there seems little 
advantage for more reflective wall surfaces.  

 
Based on information from the U.S Energy Information Administration the ratio of cooling 
degree days to heating degree days for Boston is 0.10 (647 CDD / 6013 HDD) which is 
much less than that recommended by researchers. 

 
Cool walls will diminish Boston’s architectural history.  
 
Boston has a unique sense of place that is tied to its rich architectural history.  That built 
heritage has also played a very important role in the economic growth opportunities both 
through tourism and skilled jobs. One of Boston's character-defining features is its red 
brick buildings and cool walls will require all walls to be white or near white which will not 
contribute to the sense of place.  As the Plan states in the Policy Action section (p. 57), 
“Preserve cultural heritage, historic building fabric, and embrace distinctive histories to 
create a unique and cohesive Downtown.” The requirement to use light colored walls will 
destroy that aesthetic and connection. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the PLAN, and for your consideration of 
IMI’s submission. We look forward to continuing to engage with BPDA on these and other 
critical issues.   

Sincerely, 

Caryn A. Halifax 
President 

cc:  Charles Raso, President/Secretary-Treasurer, BAC Local 3 Massachusetts/
 Maine/New Hampshire/Rhode Island
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September 18, 2023 

 

 

Mr. James Arthur Jemison, Chief of Planning 

c/o Mr. Andrew Nahmias, Senior Planner II 

Boston Planning & Development Agency 

One City Hall Square, Room 900 

Boston, MA 02201 

 

 

RE:  PLAN: Downtown Draft Report    

 

Dear Chief Jemison: 

 

On behalf of the Downtown Boston Business Improvement District (BID), I am pleased to offer  

our organization’s comments on the PLAN: Downtown draft report (hereafter referred to as “the 

report”). We congratulate the BPDA, Advisory Group members, elected officials, and consultants 

who have shepherded PLAN: Downtown to this critical juncture and offer our thanks to all who 

have participated in this process to-date. Six years ago, State Representative Aaron Michlewitz and 

the Massachusetts Legislature prompted the BPDA to launch a “planning initiative for the 

downtown area of the city of Boston.” Now, in our post-pandemic environment, PLAN: 

Downtown’s importance is even more obvious and represents an opportunity to formalize a 

contemporary view of how to enhance Boston’s central business district.  

 

We have heard from numerous stakeholders throughout this process, including dozens who filled 

out comment cards during our 3rd Space pop-up last winter and several public engagements 

throughout the BID district, and the voices we represent seek a downtown for Boston where: 

• doing business, including real estate development, is more predictable,  

• more housing options throughout the affordability spectrum are developed – or converted 

from existing other uses – in and near downtown, 

• a functioning public transportation system delivers reliably safe and efficient mobility, 

• public spaces are enhanced and enlivened – through art, programming, and design – and  

more such spaces are pedestrianized and leveraged to address a changing climate, 

• economic opportunities are spread more equitably and reflect the phenomenal diversity of 

Boston, 

• personal safety is maintained while appropriate government and community resources are 

dedicated to supporting neighbors experiencing social challenges, 

• the built environment is accessible to all, and the streetscape becomes an amenity rather than 

liability, 

• our community’s cultural assets and historic places are valued and protected as the city 

continues to grow and evolve around them,  

• economic vitality spreads throughout more hours of the day and week, and is available 

through a wider array of experiences,  

• government officials and the business community work together effectively to shepherd the 

‘Future of Work’ for the neighborhood’s 200,000 workers and the countless family 

livelihoods that depend on the success of Downtown Boston. 
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We believe PLAN: Downtown should culminate only after each of the above goals has been 

incorporated and a roadmap exists toward successful implementation, and our organization is 

pleased by the progress reflected in this report and excited for the future of the neighborhood.  

      

As noted above, this report arrives at an inflection point for the BID, a 34-square-block district 

encompassing roughly half of the PLAN: Downtown study area. On the one hand, our vibrant 

mixed-use district continues to transform dynamically in the wake of the pandemic, with post-

March 2020 development proposals including 9 Hamilton Place; 11 Bromfield Street; 17 West 

Street; 55 Summer Street; and 125 Tremont Street. Included are two hotels (9 Hamilton Place; 17 

West Street) and a museum (125 Tremont Street) which will further complement our district’s rich 

assortment of tourism amenities and destinations, such as the Freedom Trail, Embrace memorial, 

and the upcoming WNDR museum (500 Washington Street). On the other hand, the pandemic has 

undeniably impacted our district’s vitality, having contributed to office and retail vacancies, a 

reduction in pedestrian traffic, and other associated challenges such as those detailed on pages 16-

17 of the draft report.  

 

As the BID has evaluated these trends, our organization has pivoted over the past year to embrace 

initiatives recommended in the City’s Revive & Reimagine report for Downtown released in 

October 2022. Recognizing that the pre-COVID model for seeing widespread economic activity 

downtown was too focused on office workers – a mismatch that is significantly worse in forecasting 

the next 5 to 10 years – we agree that cultivating other demographics will be needed to ensure a 

vibrant neighborhood. This report lays an important foundation to focus more on residents, students, 

tourists, and others to realize more sustainable economic vitality and cultural interest, while also 

developing strategies to right-size our office space supply for demand in the new corporate 

landscape. Accomplishing this pivot will require substantial new public-private investment in our 

streetscape, especially as it pertains to its accessibility and the management/enforcement of our 

pedestrian zone. New allowed uses, smart climate-resilience planning, and a transparent and 

predictable planning/development regime will also be critical. As to the report itself, we offer the 

following comments: 

 

I. Growth & Preservation       

    

Taking the report’s Recommendations in sequence, we strongly support the Growth & 

Preservation section’s key recommendations (updating zoning; conversion of underutilized 

offices; conducting a survey of the study area’s historic assets). The Policy Actions outlined on 

page 55 (“promote dense, mixed-use development, and grow and diversify active ground-floor 

uses”) highlight initiatives that our organization is already either deeply invested in, or would 

naturally gravitate to, given our mission. The Uses recommendations detailed on page 85 (“refine 

inconsistent and prohibitive use definitions . . . encourage new and diverse businesses and 

entertainment uses”) are also greatly welcomed.    

 

Much discussion throughout the public process was centered on building height, which is 

regrettable given the thoughtful and in many cases novel approach advocated by city planning 

officials for managing sorely needed changes to the zoning code and development review process. 

Our organization fully supports the Zoning Updates laid out on pages 79-85 of the report, 

which recommends new district boundaries, appropriately modernized height and density 

limits which also transparently can involve height-bonus and public benefit system 

considerations that align with broadly-shared neighborhood priorities, and enhancements to 

how proposed uses are evaluated and prioritized. We note that this support is, in part, relies on 

Zoning Updates that will follow the PLAN: Downtown report at a later time, and that we expect 

will align with the BPDA’s stated positions to-date. When such Zoning Updates are considered, 
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however, we believe the BPDA should give additional consideration to the potential unintended 

consequence of eliminating the Planned Development Area (PDA) process from being used in much 

of the incredibly complex downtown development market, as larger multi-parcel development sites 

may yet require an additional tool to ensure successful review and completion.  

 

Further, we reinforce here that we support the Public Benefit process laid out on page 82 as a 

monumental leap forward for a process that has not historically functioned well or in the best 

interests of either our residential or real estate development communities. However, the report 

should reflect the BPDA’s position during the PLAN: Downtown process that 100% of the funds 

derived from ‘downtown-located’ projects would be retained in the fund and earmarked for 

‘downtown-located’ spending in the public benefit categories created through this process. It is 

important that this connection be maintained in its entirety and that an efficient and transparent 

process be created for the deployment of these funds. 

 

II. Mobility 

 

Similar to the Growth & Preservation section, we wholeheartedly endorse the Mobility section’s 

key recommendations (updating street typologies; connect open spaces via public-realm corridors; 

enhance mobility infrastructure and connectivity). We are glad to see support for the Boston 

Transportation Department’s ongoing Downtown Crossing Street Improvements Initiative cited,  

on page 58, as the lead Policy Action here. Our organization is already deeply engaged in this 

ambitious effort – the scope of which crucially includes maintaining the Downtown Crossing 

Pedestrian Zone’s “vibrant, inclusive” character – and we remain hopeful of possibilities to 

accelerate its schedule for completion. 

 

Established in 1978, the Downtown Crossing Pedestrian Zone marked the beginning of modern-day 

revitalization interventions and branding efforts for what would become the BID area. (Prior to that 

year, the concept of “Downtown Crossing” did not even exist.) While we are receptive to the 

recommendation, on page 59, that the City “explore expansion of the pedestrian zone,” we are 

compelled to note that the existing pedestrian zone has been stymied, since its inception, by a 

critical lack of suitable infrastructure and operational plans for enforcement. Thus, any proposed 

expansion must be coupled with – or preceded by – a comprehensive and achievable plan for 

addressing the current pedestrian zone’s complex enforcement needs. Key to such a plan will be “a 

management regime across the Downtown area that stipulates when deliveries and servicing can 

occur,” as noted on page 59.  

 

On a final note, our district—encompassing the convergence of the Blue, Green, Orange, Silver, and 

Red lines, with South Station just a block away—serves as the region’s mass-transit hub and 

connector. Given how our service area hosts this vital infrastructure, we support the transit 

initiatives outlined on page 58, especially the BTD’s North Station to Seaport Multimodal Corridor 

plan.      

 

III. Open Space & Public Realm 

 

Again, we enthusiastically support the key recommendations presented in the Open Space & 

Public Realm section. In the introduction (page 36), it is validating to see such emphasis on our 

organization’s core functions: “public programming, art, improved lighting and streetscape 

improvements.” We are always receptive to ideas for expanding our interventions in these realms, 

and welcome the potential for additional partnerships—especially as inventoried on page 57 

(“strengthen the Theater District as a cultural hub”; “continue to promote public art . . . encourage 

private partnerships with local artists and community groups”). In the spirit of these 
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recommendations, we expect to formalize and expand our public art program in 2024, along with a 

new strategy for hosting more compelling, destination-worthy festivals, cultural offerings, and 

holiday programs.      

 

Turning to Challenges & Opportunities, the issues raised in the Narrow Sidewalks and Areaways 

encapsulations (pages 40-41) are of paramount importance. To the casual observer, sidewalks and 

areaways may seem trivial; they certainly aren’t glamorous. However, our contention is that 

resolving these chronic problems is crucial to our district's transformation beyond an office worker-

dominated paradigm. We cannot foresee how the City’s nightlife, residential, tourist, and other 

aspirations for the BID area can be attained without substantial capital investment into these realms. 

In this context, we are encouraged by the depth of attention and detail given on page 41 to the 

areaways conundrum and look forward to continuing our ongoing engagement with the City’s 

Interdepartmental Areaways Working Group (cited on page 41).   

 

Reviewing the Priority Improvements (pages 44-45; page 60), we are pleased to see so many of our 

district’s plazas and squares—public ones as well as privately-owned public spaces (POPS)—

addressed: 55 Summer Street Plaza; 133 Federal Street Plaza (Milton Place); 175 Federal Street 

Plaza; Irish Famine Memorial Plaza (aka “Reader’s Park); the Kingston-Bedford Traffic Island;  

and Tontine Crescent Plaza. We support the recommended actions—and urge the City to partner 

with the BID to audit the baseline infrastructure and amenities at these venues, to establish and 

implement benchmark standards to facilitate programming. Is the lighting adequate? Is the venue 

ADA-compliant? Is it serviced by water lines? What about the condition and quality of any 

greenspace?  

 

IV. Climate Resilience & Sustainable Development 

 

Considering PLAN: Downtown’s final section, we support the key recommendations outlined 

here, with one qualification noted below. We look forward to seeing how the Downtown Crossing 

Street Improvements Initiative can help reduce our district’s impervious surfaces and increase green 

surfaces and plantings (second key recommendation). As for the final key recommendation, as 

laudable as it is to support building performance upgrades as one element of this multipronged 

approach, we are apprehensive about the economic feasibility of such initiatives for our district’s 

numerous small- and medium-sized property owners, and thus ask the City to consider subsidizing 

any programmatic initiatives in this realm or implementing policies that otherwise take account of 

the varying economic considerations at play for property owners of all sizes.      

 

V. The Big Picture 

 

In conclusion, we are delighted to see how many of the report’s Policy Actions our organization 

would naturally gravitate to, given our mission. Now comes the hard part: for all our enthusiasm, 

we recognize that this report’s successful implementation will require a unique effort, one that 

draws upon the resources and expertise of multitudes. That said, given how much it aligns with our 

mission and values—and how much of its study area is represented by our district—we relish the 

challenge.  

 

In the months and years ahead, we look forward to working with the BPDA and community 

stakeholders—our business and property owner members, residents, nonprofits, elected officials, 

and all other partners—to see through on the execution of this vital undertaking.  
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Sincerely, 

 
Michael J. Nichols 

President 

Downtown Boston Business Improvement District 

 

 

cc: State Representative Aaron Michlewitz 

Boston City Council President Ed Flynn 

Boston City Councilor Gabriella Coletta 

Rishi Shukla, Co-Founder, Downtown Boston Residents’ Association 
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275 WS Realty, LLC
275 Washington Street 

Boston, MA 02108 

September 18, 2023 

James Arthur Jemison II, Director 

Boston Planning & Development Agency 

Boston City Hall 

One City Hall, Ninth Floor 

Boston, Massachusetts 02201 

Re: PLAN: Downtown – Effect on Development Potential of Pi Alley Parking Garage 

Dear Director Jemison, 

Thank you for providing an opportunity to review and comment on the Boston Planning and 

Development Agency’s PLAN: Downtown.  

I work with a family group that has owned the Pi Alley Parking Garage at 275 Washington 

Street in Downtown Crossing since 1986. For the past several years, we have actively 

considered redeveloping the property for a mixed-use tower which includes replacement public 

parking.  Accordingly, with the assistance of our legal counsel at Goulston & Storrs, we have 

reviewed the Plan to identify how it might affect the property’s redevelopment potential.  We 

are concerned that the Plan’s zoning recommendations would make it infeasible to redevelop the 

property, and accordingly ask that you consider specific changes to ensure our property’s 

redevelopment potential. 

The Pi Alley Garage is a 792-space, public-private parking garage built in 1969, located on a 

32,864 square-foot lot.  The garage is currently located in the B-10 zoning district, which has no 

maximum building height.  Several years ago, we assembled a team, studied the site’s 

redevelopment potential, and presented to the BPDA a plan for the development of a 460-foot-

tall tower on the property.  We were unable to conclude, however, that this project would be 

feasible to build due to the expense of replacing public parking, height constraints, an irregularly 

shaped site, and other site conditions.   

Under PLAN: Downtown, our property would be located in Sub-District 2a of a new Downtown 

district.  Unlike current zoning, Sub-District 2a would not appear to regulate Floor Area Ratio, 

which would provide more flexibility for redevelopment.  However, Sub-District 2a is more 

restrictive than current zoning with respect to building height, providing for a base height of 125 

feet and a maximum bonus height of 400 feet.  We believe a redevelopment subject to this height 

limitation would be infeasible, even without taking into account the as-yet-undetermined 

payment formula to achieve the maximum bonus height. 

To better accommodate the redevelopment of our property, we ask that you consider either: 
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• chahanging the proposed rezoning of the property from Sub-District 2a to Sub District 1;

oror

• lowering the threshold for Planned Development Area eligibility to ¾ of an acre (or

30,000 square feet) for development in the new Downtown District, reflecting the

generally smaller parcel size in the downtown

Either change would expand our redevelopment options by increasing the maximum building 

height allowable on our property.  Rezoning the property to Sub-District 1 would allow for 

building up to the maximum height permitted by shadow laws and FAA regulations (as you 

know, the BPDA estimates that this rangeses from 625 to 700 feet in Sub-District 1).  Similarly, 

lowering the threshold for PDA eligibility would enable us to pursue a PDA designation for the 

property, which could allow for building height that exceeds Sub District 2a’s 400-foot height 

limitation.

We note that there are towers located nearby at One Boston Place (601 feet tall); 28 State Street 

(500 feet tall); and 33 Arch Street (477 feet tall).  An additional tower of comparable height on 

the Pi Alley Garage site would therefore be consistent with the character of the surrounding area.

Finally, we urge that zoning to implement PLAN: Downtown include a transfer of development 

rights provision to allow additional density on sites like ours, while protecting nearby historic 

buildings such as the Old Corner Bookstore. 

We would welcome the opportunity to meet with you and your staff to review our property’s 

development potential and constraints.  Thank you for considering these requests

Sincerely,

___________________ 

Doug Sickler 

Managing Director 

Cc: Matthew J. Kiefer







 

 

 
 
 
 
 
September 18, 2023 
 
James Arthur Jemison, Chief of Planning 
Boston Planning & Development Agency 
One City Hall, Ninth Floor 
Boston, MA  02201 
 
Dear Chief Jemison: 
 
We write on behalf of Revolutionary Spaces, Inc., to express our very deep concerns 
regarding the draft master development plan, “PLAN: Downtown,” proposed by the BPDA.  
We believe that the plan as currently drafted is bad for the Downtown neighborhood and 
bad for Boston.  In particular, we urge you to reconsider those elements of the plan that 
would encourage significantly greater massing and height at the northernmost end of the 
district, where many of the city’s most significant historic structures are located. 
 
As the non-profit organization that cares for and operates the Old State House and Old 
South Meeting House, Revolutionary Spaces supports thoughtful development along the 
northern end of Washington Street. We believe that such development must be at an 
appropriate scale in order to protect the numerous nationally significant historic 
structures located in this portion of the neighborhood. Appropriately scaled development 
could enhance the experience at street level for those who come to the neighborhood to 
visit the sites and spend tourist dollars at the many businesses and restaurants that 
operate in Downtown. 
 
School Street and the blocks of Washington Street between Milk and State Streets are 
home to four pre-Revolutionary historic structures:  the Old State House, Old South 
Meeting House, Old Corner Bookstore, and King’s Chapel.  Together these represent one 
third of the eighteenth-century structures in the entire city, and almost one quarter of the 
official stops on the Freedom Trail.  In addition, the same blocks contain other structures 
of national significance, including Old City Hall and the Ames Building.  These buildings 
are irreplaceable assets to the city.  Their presence defines the Downtown neighborhood 
as a distinct place, unlike any other American city’s financial and commercial district.  
They attract millions of visitors to Boston and its Downtown neighborhood each year, are a 
source of pride for residents, and serve as gathering places and inspiration for the ongoing 
work of sustaining our democracy. 
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However, eighteenth-century structures are very fragile and require constant care and 
maintenance in order to survive.  Among the most significant challenges to the 
preservation the Old State House and Old South Meeting House are wind and severe 
weather, both of which are made worse by the proximity of tall office towers.  Towers have 
the effect of channeling the wind and concentrating its force.  They also cast shadow that 
exacerbates the effect of moisture and ice. These impacts will certainly be further 
exacerbated by the effects of climate change in the coming decades. 
 
The Old State House is already surrounded by several tall office and residential towers 
constructed during the past half century, and we therefore have direct experience with the 
destructive effects of this kind of massing on a historic structure.  Of particular concern is 
the damage done to the historic masonry on the building’s north and east facades, which 
are most exposed to the high winds channeled by the surrounding towers.  In 2006 the 
northeast corner of the Old State House came close to collapse due to significant 
deterioration of the bricks and mortar on that part of the building; an emergency 
partnership between the City, the National Park Service, and the Bostonian Society 
delivered more than $1 million in funding needed to perform emergency repairs.  
However, in 2014 the east facade of the building again needed to be repointed due to 
damage from the wind and weather.  This repair cost hundreds of thousands of dollars, 
and yet nine years later it is apparent that the mortar has again deteriorated and the east 
and north facades will need to be repointed for a third time in less than two decades. 
 
We are concerned that the zoning proposed in the draft PLAN: Downtown will compound 
the mistakes already made in the 1970s and 1980s by the approval of additional massing 
on either side of the northernmost blocks of Washington Street.  PLAN: Downtown’s 
proposed allowance of a bonus height of 400 feet would make worse the conditions that 
threaten the Old State House and create similar conditions for the three other eighteenth-
century buildings in the district. Tall buildings also create an unwelcoming experience for 
pedestrians at street level. Tourists, residents, shoppers, and office workers will not be 
predisposed to linger Downtown on streets and in pocket parks that are dark, windy, and 
inhospitable. As a result, the proposed zoning will serve to reduce rather than promote a 
vibrant, active streetscape in the Downtown neighborhood. 
 
In 2019, we submitted a letter to the BPDA proposing that a character district bounded by 
School, Milk, Devonshire, and Tremont Streets be created to ensure that these important 
historic resources were adequately protected within the new Downtown plan.  That 
proposal was not incorporated into the current draft plan, but we continue to believe 
strongly that it is needed.  If properly protected and indeed enhanced by key public realm 
improvements such as those outlined in the draft plan, the precious eighteenth-century 
structures in this part of the Downtown neighborhood can continue to benefit our city by 
attracting visitors and enhancing the experience of all who live, work, tour, and shop in 
Boston’s commercial center. 
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We support planning that allows evolution and history, the soul of Boston, to contribute to 
the future vitality of the city. Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the PLAN: 
Downtown draft.  We look forward to working with you and the entire planning team on 
next steps. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Nathaniel Sheidley 
President & CEO 
 
 
 
Martha McNamara 
Chair of the Board of Directors 
 
 
 
Ellen Lipsey 
Vice Chair of the Board of Directors 
 
Cc: Mayor Michelle Wu 
 Rep. Aaron Michlewitz 
 Sen. Lydia Edwards 
 Rep. Jay Livingstone 
 Councilor Ed Flynn 
 Councilor Gabriela Coletta 
 Andrew Nahmias, BPDA 
 Eamon Shelton, Commissioner of Property Management 
 John Borders IV, Director of Tourism, Sports, and Entertainment 
 Murray Miller, Director of Historic Preservation 
 Kenzie Bok, Boston Housing Authority 
 Kathy Kottaridis, Historic Boston Inc. 
 Rev. Joy Fallon, King’s Chapel 
 Allison Frazee, Boston Preservation Alliance 

Suzanne Taylor, Freedom Trail Foundation 
 Liz Vizza, Friends of the Public Garden 
  
  
  



CONCERNS REGARDING PLAN DOWNTOWN 
 
Nathaniel Sheidley, Revolutionary Spaces 
September 2023 
 
Revolutionary Spaces supports thoughtful development at the northern end of the Downtown 
neighborhood.  Such development promises to increase foot traffic and occupancy and bring 
new activity and energy to a neighborhood that has been severely impacted by the pandemic. 
 
Revolutionary Spaces is eager to partner with the City of Boston on public realm improvements 
in the neighborhood, as part of our plan to improve placemaking and create a lively cultural 
campus connecting our sites, the Old State House and Old South Meeting House. 
 
However, Revolutionary Spaces believes that new development must be at an appropriate scale 
in order to protect the numerous nationally significant historic structures located in the 
neighborhood and enhance the experience at street level for those who come to the 
neighborhood to visit those sites. 
 
School Street and the blocks of Washington Street between Milk and State Streets are home to 
four pre-Revolutionary historic structures:  the Old State House, Old South Meeting House, the 
Old Corner Bookstore, and King’s Chapel.  This represents one-third of the eighteenth-century 
structures in the entire city.  In addition, these blocks contain other structures of national 
significance, including Old City Hall and the Ames Building. 
 
These buildings are irreplaceable assets to the city.  Their presence defines the Downtown 
neighborhood as a distinct place, unlike any other city’s financial and commercial district.  They 
attract millions of visitors to Boston and its Downtown neighborhood each year, are a source of 
pride for residents, and serve as gathering places and inspiration for the ongoing work of 
sustaining our democracy. 
 
However, eighteenth-century structures are very fragile and require constant care and 
maintenance in order to survive. 
 
Among the most significant challenges to the preservation the Old State House and Old South 
Meeting House are wind and severe weather, both of which are made worse by the proximity of 
tall office towers.  Towers have the effect of channeling the wind and concentrating its force.  
They also cast shadow that exacerbates the effect of moisture and ice. 
 
The Old State House is already surrounded by several office towers constructed during the past 
half century, and so we been able to document the effect of this kind of massing on the 
structure.  Of particular concern is the damage done to the historic masonry on the north and 
east facades of the building, which are most exposed to the high winds channeled by the 
surrounding towers.  In 2006 the northeast corner of the Old State House came close to 
collapse due to the deterioration of the bricks and mortar; an emergency partnership between 



the City, the National Park Service, and the Bostonian Society delivered more that $1 million in 
funding needed to perform the needed repairs.  However, in 2014 (less than 10 years later) the 
east facade of the building again needed to be repointed due to damage from the wind and 
weather.  This repair cost hundreds of thousands of dollars, and yet nine years later it is 
apparent that the mortar has deteriorated and the east and north facades will again need to be 
repointed.  In the meantime, moisture is again being driven through the brickwork on the east-
facing side of the building and impacting the interior galleries. 
 
We are concerned that additional massing on either side of the northernmost blocks of 
Washington Street will further exacerbate the conditions that threaten the Old State House and 
will create similar conditions for the three other eighteenth-century buildings in the district. 
 
In 2019, we submitted a letter to the BPDA proposing that a character district bounded by 
School, Milk, Devonshire, and Tremont Streets be created in order to ensure that these 
important resources were adequately protected within the new Downtown plan.  This proposal 
was not incorporated into the plan, but we continue to believe it is needed. 
 
If properly cared for and complemented by key public realm improvements, these precious 
historic resources can continue to serve as an engine for economic growth in the Downtown 
neighborhood and features that enhance the experience of all visitors to and residents in this 
define part of Boston. 
 



Beatrice Nessen 
112 Pinckney St. Unit 31 

Boston, MA 02114 
bnessen@2nessen.com 

 
 
 
September 17, 2023 
 
 
James Arthur Jemison, Chief of Planning 
Boston Planning & Development Agency 
One City Hall, Ninth Floor 
Boston, MA 02201    RE: Dra� PLAN: Downtown 
 
 
 
Dear Chief Jemison: 
 
Though I have been a member of the Plan: Downtown’s Advisory Group since its incep�on, I am now 
wri�ng to you as an individual who has lived in downtown Boston for decades and watched with great 
pleasure the city come to life with its dynamic growth over that �me. I have been involved with many 
developments project advisory groups, and all my civic engagements have pertained to the quality of life 
and the character of Boston. I love Boston and its unique character and dynamism. 
 
When the PLAN: Downtown process began, it was such a pleasure to work with the BPDA planning 
team’s fresh outlook and, most importantly, the open dialogue discussing the Plan. We were presented 
with facts and data and offered the opportunity to weigh in on various concepts and op�ons. The 
process was so refreshing a�er so many years of the BRA’s hidden-hand development procedures.  
 
Since the BPDA’s post-Covid reac�va�on of the planning process, such dialogue and opportuni�es for 
discussion have ceased. The BPDA has presented its revisions, especially the growth areas along 
Washington Street, as a fait accomplis. There has been no presenta�on of why the area of the Ladder 
District along Washington Street is the most suitable downtown areas for growth.  What other op�ons 
were considered and why has the sec�on of Washington Street from Bromfield to Court Street been 
selected for growth? Why no considera�on of the southern end of Washington Street? Why has the 
Wharf District been divided? What are the planning considera�ons that went into these decisions? 
 
Once again, it appears that public input has litle or no role in the BPDA’s current prac�ce. I urge you to 
listen to residents and ci�zens who experience Boston’s urban quali�es daily and to our objec�ons to 
the current dra� PLAN: Downtown. 
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Thank you for your considera�on. 
 
Respec�ully, 
 
 
Beatrice Nessen 
 
CC: Mayor Michele Wu 
       Sharon Durkin, City Council 
       Aimee Chambers, Director of Planning, BPDA 
       Andrew Nahmias, Senior Planner, BPDA 
 
 
 
 



September 18, 2023 
 
Dear Chief Jemison and Mr. Nahmias, 
 
I'm a resident of 45 Province and a member of the PLAN: Downtown Advisory Group. I 
appreciate being able to share my thoughts and concerns regarding PLAN: Downtown. 
 
For me, a primary objective of my interest in serving on the Advisory Group to be a part of this 
effort and of my being so engaged over the past five years was to help inject some rationality 
and predictability into the development and zoning elements of what happens in my 
neighborhood. 
 
The BPDA and formerly the BRA, has had a poor reputation within the city of Boston dating 
back decades. This particularly pertains to process and transparency. Mayor Wu promised that 
would change. 

She promised to rebuild trust with communities through planning-led development.  She 
promised that communities would have a voice - a real voice - in what happens to the 
neighborhoods they live in. She even promised to abolish the BPDA, which even if a figurative 
term, suggested she would do away with an opaque process that often resulted in back-room 
deals for developers at the expense of other stakeholders. 
 
I thought PLAN: Downtown would be a major proof point for all of this. I also thought we were 
making great progress along those lines with the creation of character preservation areas 
that struck a sensible balance between growth and preservation within the Downtown area. 
Instead, the community's experience with PLAN: Downtown has only served to open old 
wounds and reinforce the agency's negative reputation. 
 
What am I talking about? Prior to the pandemic-induced suspension of the planning process, an 
agreeable balance between character preservation and development that offered a win-win for 
Downtown, its residents, developers and the city was reached. It had the broad support of the 
BPDA planning staff, its consultant NBBJ, Advisory Group members, and the Downtown 
community, Its signature feature was the identification of three character preservation areas 
where development height would be more limited. 
 
This concept was upended three years later when the BPDA and its new leadership chose to 
single out two particular development sites within the Ladder Blocks character area for special 
spot-zoned treatment by creating a "Sub-District" (2A in the Draft Report) with an egregious 
density bonus height limit of 400 feet - twice as high as any other maximum height across all 
three character areas. Notably, the community is well-aware that there is already a proposal 
being evaluated by the BPDA at the corner of Washington and Bromfield streets at a height of 
345 feet, which would significantly exceed not only the existing zoning limit of 155 feet, but the 
proposed height limits everywhere else in the Ladder Blocks character preservation area. We 
are asked to believe that the pivot in zoning is entirely coincidental relative to the height of the 



project proposal. Yet Chief Jemison is quoted in a Banker & Tradesman article dated 10/27/22 
(before the resumption of PLAN: Downtown) saying that this proposal has "been in a bit of a 
gray area" and can now "get a second look." Despite eight subsequent months of broad and 
passionate pushback from the community on this unwanted change, there has been no 
adjustment in the BPDA's position. 
 
One of the six Goals of PLAN: Downtown as stated in the Draft Report released in August is to 
"Preserve cultural heritage, historic building fabric, and embrace distinct histories to create a 
unique and cohesive Downtown." The creation of character areas within PLAN: Downtown was 
an attempt to facilitate this goal. Indeed, the Draft Report states that via character areas 
"contextually sensitive development will be encouraged" and "historic architecture will be 
prioritized." Moreover, the Ladder Blocks area is described in the report as "a series of small 
historic blocks" known for "its range of small storefronts and rich mix of historic buildings and 
architectural styles." Finally, the Draft Report notes a need to balance "sensible, sustainable 
development with historic preservation." 
 
Despite the considerable focus in the Draft Report on the historic character of the Ladder 
Blocks, the proposal for Sub-District 2A to allow for a maximum height of 400 feet shows very 
little sensitivity to that character. Future development at that height would in fact be greatly 
out of character for the neighborhood, one that is rich with national historic landmarks within 
or adjacent to it, including King's Chapel, Old City Hall, The Old State House, and The Old South 
Meeting House as well as other historically relevant structures such as the Old Corner 
Bookstore, the Province House steps, and the Omni Parker House hotel. Moreover, continuing 
to erect buildings at a scale out of proportion with the prevailing architecture in the 
neighborhood would pose an increasing threat to these landmarks. The rising intensity of 
climate change impacts such as wind, rain, snow, ice, and shadow has already accelerated the 
deterioration of these structures and would be exacerbated by the presence of more large 
buildings in the immediate vicinity. Boston serves as a caretaker of many of the country's most 
treasured historic resources and the people and stories behind them. It is the city's duty not 
only to preserve, but to protect them, and any administration that puts these at risk will have 
permanently tarnished its legacy. 
 
I think it also needs to be stated that despite the heavy-handed proposed zoning change that 
was made by Chief Jemison back in January, he failed to give the community the courtesy of 
attending a single Advisory Group or public meeting to hear feedback and answer for what's 
being proposed until his lack of presence for eight months was criticized, after which one 
additional meeting was finally scheduled. That is hardly a transparent process, and it's not what 
the community deserves from the public officials who purport to serve us. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



So, we were promised: 

• A planning process that informs development: clearly this carve-out is the exact 
opposite. 

• A process that gives the community a substantial voice and influence over what happens 
in its neighborhood: in this case, that persistent voice was overridden. 

• The creation of character areas to aid in preserving historic character, which were then 
compromised by specific exceptions to allow for developments that are wholly 
inconsistent with the identifiable character of the neighborhood. 

• A desire to create more housing in a city in desperate need of it, but instead are asked 
to compromise Boston's historic landmarks for even more office capacity. Even the city's 
own office conversion study noted that there is an 18:1 skew of office vs. residential in 
the part of the city in question in the PLAN: Downtown area (excluding Chinatown), and 
that is a huge impediment to the continued revitalization of Downtown. And developers 
and real estate experts across the country are confirming that few office to residential 
conversions make economic sense (e.g., "Inventory Shrinks in U.S. Office Market as 
Conversions Take Hold,” Boston Business Journal, 08/30/23). 

Then to top it all off, we find out just this month that the Mayor and the BPDA have been sitting 
on a report for eight months that they commissioned which makes pointed recommendations 
about a citywide zoning overhaul. Among the conclusions are: 

• Neighborhood planning isn't effective, but citywide planning can be, and the city should 
"stop the current process of bespoke neighborhood zoning in its tracks and pivot to a 
new approach." Mind you, this was recommended back in January. 

• Planned Development Areas, Institutional Master Plans, and spot zoning variance grants 
have had an immaterial benefit to Boston, especially given the benefits that accrue to 
those developers. "There's no data showing that the current system actually gives the 
community any special benefits." 

• Historic character is very important - for a city and its residents: 
o "Bostonians truly value their historic fabric." 
o "Unfortunately, the current zoning code does not protect historic properties 

well." 

Despite all of this, the BPDA pushed forward this year with no less than six neighborhood plans 
that were at various stages, is continuing to grant the equivalent of spot zoning exceptions, and 
is dismissing the voice of historic preservation experts and community enthusiasts who 
passionately value Boston's historic character. 

None of this makes any sense. 
 
 
 



This plan has a number of positive elements in it to be clear. And I am aware of how many 
hours of effort and thought within the BPDA went into what we're looking at now. I also 
understand that the city feels a lot of pressure to build back Downtown. However, if you look 
around, Downtown Boston seems to be adapting and recovering quite well. There are traffic 
jams, long lines at Sweetgreen, and even the BID tweeted recently that the level of pedestrian 
activity in Downtown reached the highest levels since the pandemic began over three years 
ago. All of this has happened without any development on either of the sites accommodated by 
the spot zoning carveout. An additional couple hundred feet of extra office space is not going to 
materially change the dynamic of Downtown Boston or the broader city's economics. But it will 
be disruptive to the quaint and historic character of the Ladder Blocks in a death by a thousand 
cuts manner that we won't be able to correct once that mistake is made. 
 
I think it's safe to say that when it comes to process and transparency at the BPDA, it still seems 
to be business as usual. In a Boston Globe article dated 9/13/23 regarding a new effort by the 
administration to rezone all of Boston, Chief Jemison indicated that the administration would 
seriously consider the report's design recommendations, including those that "protect the 
ability for neighborhoods to maintain their unique character." Yet given the immediate 
opportunity with PLAN: Downtown, the BPDA under his leadership doesn't seem to be giving 
any consideration to neighborhood character or the other recommendations noted above. 
 
I feel strongly, as do others, that the idea of economically rewarding development and 
character preservation can co-exist and provide an optimal net benefit for the city. That's what 
many of us were trying to achieve with PLAN: Downtown. This can be successfully accomplished 
by changing the proposed maximum zoning within the entire Ladder Blocks to be more 
consistent with the preponderance of structures that exist in the neighborhood. I would 
identify that as being no greater than 155 feet in height. Over the past decade, projects have 
been completed or are in the proposal stage at around that 155-foot height level within or just 
adjacent to the Ladder Blocks (Millennium Place, the Godfrey Hotel, 7-9 Hamilton Place, 17-23 
West Street). All have been economically rewarding for their developers while comfortably 
assimilating themselves into the neighborhood. We can still achieve that. The BPDA, under 
Chief Jemison's leadership, has the opportunity to right the ship and gain back some credibility 
that this agency and this administration has squandered. My hope is that Chief Jemison and the 
Wu administration give thoughtful consideration to making the changes to PLAN: Downtown 
requested here so that it works for all stakeholders in an equitable manner. The neighborhood, 
the community, and the city will be better for it. 
 
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
Tony Ursillo 
45 Province Street, #2402 
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