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Finalist: The Park at Post Office Square

that surround it and will contribute to increasing tax revenues.
This, however, is impossible to establish since the real estate market
dropped severely during the time the project was being completed.
Perhaps the project has slowed the decline in values for surround-
ing properties or will contribute to their more rapid rebound when
the market turns around.

Financing

Financial arrangements for this project are complex and rather un-
usual. Financing was entirely private. Seed money totaling about
$1 million for plans and studies was solicited by Norman Leventhal
from an informal group called Neighbors (forerunner of Friends) of
Post Office Square. When the site was to be acquired, the group
arranged a $7 million mortgage on the property and used the
money to pay the city, buy out the garage owner’s lease and cover
the balance of predevelopment costs. For construction and startup
expenses, a $60 million line of credit was obtained privately (it is
non-amortizing, interest only). To date, $45 million of this line has
been drawn for construction, to pay back the initial $7 million loan,
and to cover operating deficits (which are projected to continue for

some time). Additional capital consists of $29 million in equity
contributed by stockholders — surrounding businesses who paid
$65,000 per share for 450 shares, each of which carried the right to
lease one parking space at market rates. The total cost of the project
to date is approximately $75 million (with an eventual total of about
$80 million required as future operating deficits are capitalized).

Parking fees are set slightly below market to keep utilization high (it
is about 80% overall and essentially full at mid-day during the
week). However, costs for operations and debt service currently
exceed revenues by about $900,000 per year. This is attributed to
the poor economy which has prevented raising parking fees due to
somewhat soft demand (there is a 20% office vacancy rate in down-
town Boston). Since utilization of the garage is high, rates will be
able to be raised as the market improves. Management believes that
parking demand will improve before office space demand, since
employers who let staff go will rehire and fill already leased space
before new space is leased. If the project were not so heavily capi-
talized, it would be facing difficulties as a result of these significant
operating deficits — and park maintenance might suffer. Manage-
ment, however, is of the opinion that it will be able to continue op-
erations and the current high level of maintenance until the market
allows them to reach profitability.

According to terms of the land lease, the city can take over the site
after 40 years. However, FOPOS believes that it will not be in its
interest to do so if the garage continues to be well managed, since
the city will already be receiving all of the net profits, and the take-
over would require it to pay $29 million to the garage stockholders,
who will not yet have been paid back their principal.

Management

FOPOS oversees a contractor who operates the garage, which ap-
pears to be professionally run and is kept very clean. FOPOS itself
manages the park, which is unusual for a space that appears and
functions as if it were entirely public. The FOPOS board sets poli-
cies, which refer back to the original design program in terms of
goals for maintenance and allowable activities (events, such as con-
certs and weddings were not anticipated and are not allowed). Park
maintenance is at a very high level in terms of pruning, lawn care,
planting of annuals, trash pick up, snow removal, and so forth.
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FOPOS manages the food concession contract. Milk Street Cafe was
chosen to provide food service because of their ability to deliver
quality food (from a kitchen nearby) and willingness to work with
FOPOS on menu, prices and hours. For example, they are required
to be open Saturday, though they get little business, in order to keep
the park attractive to users. They were selected despite the fact that
a franchise operation would have generated more revenue — illus-
trating the public service values that FOPOS pursues.

Acquiring the Site

Key participants described this as an “impossible project that never-
theless happened.” It was impossible because the owner of the
lease on the garage refused to sell out his rights. While the city
owned the land, it did not control it. The lease ran until 1994 and
the owner was reportedly making a very significant profit on opera-
tions. Beyond this, the owner was self made, very wealthy, very
well connected politically, had powerful lawyers, and had a reputa-
tion for never selling anything.

Before FOPOS began work, the Federal Reserve Bank and the Bank
of Boston, institutions with enormous resources, had tried unsuc-
cessfully to buy out the lease so that they could build an office
building on the site. Therefore, it was critical that FOPOS obtain
eminent domain powers in order to have sufficient leverage to be
able to pressure the leaseholder into negotiations. Although he
fought the granting of such status, the city did confer it on FOPOS
and assisted in negotiating the buyout. In the end, a deal was struck
where FOPOS would pay $3 million for the lease and the garage
owner would be allowed to raise his parking fees for an interim
period prior to demolition (which may have generated an addi-
tional $3 million). This creative solution allowed part of the cost of
the buyout to be paid by parking users rather than FOPOS.

Would the City Forego Revenues from a Major Development?

This site could, eventually, have been used for a major office build-
ing. Even while FOPOS was trying to acquire it, a major developer
had a design prepared for the property and took it informally to the
city. The theoretical value of the site upon taking or expiration of
the lease is difficult to determine, especially since the market has
since collapsed. However, with the ability to build a large office
building on it, the site could have been worth as much as $35 mil-
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lion to the city. Property tax revenues would have generated per-
haps $1.5 million per year. By the time the developer’s project was
proposed, however, the mayor was committed to the park and did
not encourage the developer to proceed.

THEMES AND LESSONS LEARNED
Building a Network of Support

This project “broke down the wall of mystique around corporate
Boston” said Richard Heath of the Franklin Park Coalition. Very
early on, Norman Leventhal and Bob Weinberg made a special
effort to get to know Heath and visit Franklin Park, where
Leventhal had grown up. They asked Heath to support the park at
Post Office Square. Heath was skeptical at first, but his board
agreed to support the downtown project, recognizing that many
people who lived in the neighborhood worked downtown and
would benefit from the park. His skepticism was overcome when
the downtown business community reciprocated with support for
Franklin Park. Both groups learned that they could help each other.
Connections such as these not only helped build support for their
Pproject, it also contributed to the creation of the Boston Greenspace
Alliance which united the previously fragmented and competing
world of Boston park advocates.

Quality in Design and Maintenance

Quality is the hallmark of every aspect of this project, from design
to construction to operations. “They wanted the best park that
money could buy,” said Richard Heath. “There is so much that is
interesting, it is a park of incredible beauty,” said Mark Primack of
the Boston Greenspace Alliance.

An Excellent Program is Critical to a Successful Design

“The park program made this project a success,” said Norman
Leventhal, Chairman of FOPOS, who felt that the program con-
strained the problem but left the solution free. And Craig
Halvorson, the landscape architect who won the competition, said
“the program was the reason we decided to enter the design compe-
tition. It wasn't slick. It was serious and well thought out. Itis
uncommon to find a clear, well developed program.” The design
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FOPOS

committee referred back to the program when controversies arose
since it represented their fundamental agreement about what was
needed.

Study Similar Projects and Learn as Much as You Can

The visits to and comparative analysis of other parks allowed the
design team to learn about what works, what doesn’t work and
what is possible in an urban park. This contributed greatly to the
quality of their discussions and to their understanding of what they
wanted.

Open Space as Orientation Device

In Boston’s dense financial district, where the streets do not follow a
grid, an open space provides a landmark for orientation and allows
the surrounding buildings to be seen.

Build It and They Will Come

Within one week of completion, the public had “taken over” the
park. Many people are said to be habitual users and these “regu-
lars” are observed to pick up trash as needed. “I almost cried the
first time I saw people on the grass” said Charlotte Kahn, of Boston
Urban Gardeners. With tongue in cheek, Mark Primack of the Bos-
ton Greenspace Alliance said “the park is so crowded they should
charge admission.”

Marketing a Hotel Because it is Next to a Park

“This beautiful park has made a great difference to our hotel” said
Jane Pritzker, Marketing Manager of Le Meridien. In its marketing
brochure, the upscale hotel features a view of its building from
across the park. The brochure’s text features the park twice: “Over-
looking the beautiful Park at Post Office Square...” and “The Cafe
Fleuri, with its view of the Park at Post Office Square...” The hotel
attributes an increase in its weekend business to the opening of the
park, since the economy has remained poor during that period.
They market to horticultural groups to hold meetings there, so that
they can see interesting species of plants in the park. And, when
they market to weddings, they point out that the park provides a
special setting for taking pictures.

Why a New Urban Park is So Important

It is very difficult to establish a new open space in a dense urban
area. But creating a new urban park “fights despair” that cities can’t
do anything really good for their citizens, said Charlotte Kahn of
Boston Urban Gardeners, who “come(s) here for my mental health.”
Mark Primack agrees, saying that “the park is a symbol of civic
culture; it shows that the city is viable; it shows what business can
do for the people.”

The Garage Subsidizes the Park

As John Connolly from the mayor’s office pointed out, putting a
parking garage under a park can be a strategy for gaining and pay-
ing for new urban open spaces. The revenue from the garage pays
for the construction and maintenance of the park.
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Enlightened Self Interest as the Basis for Creating a Public
Benefit

“No one got hurt; everybody won.” said Richard Heath, who felt
that there was a good balance of self interest and the public good.
While the leaders of this project probably do or will derive some
economic benefit from it, their efforts (and probably their motiva-
tion) was principally to create a public amenity. “This park is the
greatest gift to the city since Faneuil Hall” said Mark Primack.

Making an Impossible Project Happen

“This project was impossible,” said Bob Weinberg, president of
FOPOS. Gerhard Freche, member of FOPOS board and former
CEO of New England Telephone, added that “it looked so hopeless
12 years ago. Ican’t count the number of meetings we had. You
find out that you can do something if you hang in long enough.
There were a lot of different obstacles.”

ASSESSING PROJECT SUCCESS...
..BY ITS GOALS

To remove a blighted garage and create a high quality urban park.

The replacement of the old garage with the Park at Post Office
Square represents a significant achievement. It provides a place of
beauty in a crowded part of Boston.

To replace and add parking, and use parking revenues to support
the park.

The garage added about 450 spaces beyond replacing those lost.
While revenue is not yet sufficient to support operations, it should
be within a few years. Then, revenue will support this park and
contribute to maintaining neighborhood parks.

To improve traffic and circulation.

Traffic problems in the square which were caused by the old garage
have been eliminated, despite the 50% increase in parking spaces.
Garage ramp design allows space to queue and requiring payment
prior to reclaiming the car reduces waiting and queuing time. Most
pedestrians choose to cross the park as they pass through the
square.

To enhance the value of surrounding properties and the
attractiveness of the area.

The parking provision apparently makes space easier to lease in this
area (particularly for older, underparked buildings). The parkis a
great amenity which has generated improvement of the surround-
ing buildings. This is said to enhance property values (but in a way
that cannot be measured).

..BY SELECTION COMMITTEE CONCERNS

Who uses the park — yuppies, or a broader segment of the
population?

The park is reported to be used by a broad spectrum of users,
mostly drawn from the surrounding buildings. These include all
levels of office workers from maintenance staff to clerks and run-
ners to secretaries to analysts, stock brokers and lawyers. Use by
executives is reported to be less common. There is limited use by
families with children (no specific facilities are provided for them),
though this group is not thought to be heavily represented in the
area.

What is the impact of the park on the surrounding neighborhood?

Many improvements to surrounding buildings are attributable to
the park. Buildings have opened entrances on the park and the
hotel has a cafe on a previously unused terrace facing the park.

Was the project mainly done by businesses to enhance the value
of surrounding properties?

While the park has enhanced the surrounding properties, the moti-
vation for most business leaders appears to have been more civic
pride and a desire to contribute to the city than personal gain. En-
lightened self interest may describe the attitudes of some contribu-
tors, while for others it was probably entirely a civic contribution.

Was there participation in the park design?

Yes. Most participation was by the design committee which repre-
sented a wide variety of interests and expertise. Designs were dis-
played and comments invited from the public.
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Replicability

The project’s circumstances and financing are unique. However,
there are features of the project which should be replicable. If land
can be obtained in a downtown area with high parking demand, the
parking revenue could be used to finance a park above the garage.
Raising capital by selling the rights to parking spaces might also be
replicable.

The process used for this project was exemplary and has several
aspects which can be profitably emulated by a variety of other kinds
of projects. Some of these include strong leadership, building coali-
tions between downtown and neighborhood interests, inclusion of
representatives of a broad spectrum of interests in the planning
process, use of volunteer advisory boards for technical as well as
design issues, visiting and learning from other similar projects, care-
ful programming and articulation of design requirements, structur-
ing a competition to select a design team rather than a design,
careful attention to detail, and excellent management of the project
after completion.

SELECTION COMMITTEE COMMENTS

The Selection Committee felt that this project was truly excellent in
all respects, from conception, to planning, through execution and
management, stating that they did excellent planning at a level you
rarely see — at every stage it was remarkable...They did an excellent
job of programming and then accomplished all the goals they
established....they put it all together.” Financing was innovative
and even ingenious, making no use of public funds. It impressed
the committee that the project will eventually return significant
sums to the city, including funds to aid other parks. Post Office
Square was seen as a needed, safe and attractive parking garage
crowned by a beautiful and well used public park. The Selection
Committee saw this as a solution which might find application in
other cities.

The Selection Committee found no faults with this project. It was
ranked below the winners only because the committee felt that,
while it dealt with the important problem of creating needed open
space in the dense urban core, this was perhaps a less pressing
problem than the winners faced (even if they were not wholly suc-
cessful in solving them).

For More Information...

Robert Weinberg, President
Friends of Post Office Square
50 Federal Street

Boston, Massachusetts 02110
Phone: (617) 423-1500





