Village Hill CAC – Amenity Subcommittee (AS) 

Meeting at City Hall Jan. 6, 2009

Present:  R. Platt, H. Diamond, D. Narkowitz, A.-M. Moggio

RP was elected chair of subcommittee without dissent. He started discussion with circulation of excerpt of 1990s concept plan for Hospital Hill by “New Urbanist” designer Peter Calthorpe that envisioned that “True to the traditional community that surrounds it, a connective pedestrian environment and a mixed-use center are the genesis of the new plan. Parts of the historic buildings will be used for a new mental health education center and a hotel with conference and banquet facilities.” (emphasis added by RP).

Also, the 1999 Master Plan for Hospital Hill adopted by the CAC provided in the first paragraph of the Introduction that the project would include: “. . . potentially community facilities such as a child care center, meeting space, and a museum.” (emphasis added by RP).

DN observed that Village Hill (VH) is expected to have some degree of self-governance and such functions would require a community space in which to meet. Various community indoor spaces were mentioned such as a meeting room at Forbes Library, schools, the Methodist Church on Rt. 66, the local Baptist Church. There is no school in the vicinity and all of the above would require driving off-site.

AM noted the need for a playing field  at or near VH to replace the field formerly used for soccer and now part of the site planned for homes. She noted that soccer activities that were played there re-located to the Oxbow, where some soccer was already taking place. Neighbors of VH may not want a high volume sports field at VH but there is a need for at least a local-use field there. RP wondered if the nearby Smith College athletic fields might be available to VH residents when Smith is not in session. 

HD said that pocket parks to be provided within VH should not be “tokens.” All agreed that the design of such internal play areas and green spaces will require careful design to promote usefulness and minimize management expense. Further design details are needed from MassDevelopment (MD). 

RP asked what is the scope of MD’s legal responsibility to provide “amenities”  -- what are they required to do under their contract with the state? In particular, what are they planning to do with the coach house which is often mentioned as a potential community building but which is in a state of extreme dilapidation and is a potential attractive nuisance and fire hazard. Apparently MD plans to reroof the coach house but nothing is known about their intentions after that. 

HD mentioned the success of the conversion of the old Fire House to the Woodstar coffee shop and Media Education Center through investment of Sut Jhally. Might there be another such private investor willing to work with MD and the city in renovating the coach house for multiple purposes including a community space for meetings, classes, exercise, support groups, etc?

RP asked what are plans for a property owner association to assume ownership and/or management of common facilities at VH. When will that entity be established and what will be its responsibilities? How will costs be allocated? It was noted that the Ice Pond and the Lathrop Community property owner assns. might be models for VH. HD suggested learning what are the costs of such associations broken down by category as background for the costs of estimation of VH amenity expenses.

AM asked whether city residents in general be allowed to use recreation facilities at VH? If not, the city Rec. Dept. and DPW Parks Division could not take any responsibility for those internal spaces. (It was the sense of the meeting that non-VH residents, especially from the immediate area, should be welcome to share outdoor and indoor recreation opportunities at VH but that it not be expected to accommodate general city recreation activities like Arcanum Field.)

HD urged that home construction proceed incrementally leaving as much greenspace as possible, rather than scattering new homes across open areas prematurely. RP observed that the Planning Board should control the phasing of development, and that it is more economical for developers to coordinate development with new infrastructure (streets, sewers, parks, etc.) rather than scattering new construction around. 

DN noted that Community Preservation Act (CPA) might be part of the mix of funds to renovate the coach house particularly in light of its historic status. (This might apply to other historic buildings on the site as well). DN offered to talk to the Mayor and Beth Murphy, hoping to set up meetings with them respectively for the subcommittee to discuss these issues.

The subcommittee agreed that its next meeting would ideally be with Mayor Higgins, to be scheduled by DN over the next couple of weeks. 

Notes drafted by RP  1/7/09  

(Subsequently reviewed and revised by SC members)

