  Community Preservation Committee    

Information Session

Tuesday, May 5, 2009

Estabrook Hall

7:30 pm

Present: Betsey Weiss, Chair; Marilyn Fenollosa, Vice Chair; Joel Adler, Norman Cohen, Jeanne Krieger, Wendy Manz, Leo McSweeney, Nathalie Rice, Admin. Asst.; Sandra Shaw, and Dick Wolk.  

Ms. Weiss called the meeting to order at 7:40 pm. 

The purpose of the Information Session was to discuss the acquisition of the Busa property and to give the neighborhood an opportunity to ask questions about the project. Mr. Valente, Town Manager, made a presentation regarding the purchase of the property and Ms. Simmons, Director of Recreation, discussed possible recreational opportunities for the land. Mr. Addelson, Assistant Town Manager for Finance, members of the Capital Expenditures Committee (CEC), and members of the Appropriation Committee (AC) were also in attendance. There were approximately 30-40 members of the neighborhood and Town Meeting Members (TMM) in attendance. Most of this group had just attended the CPC meeting, which commenced at 6:30 pm. 

The Busa Property – Mr. Valente repeated the presentation he had given to the CPC at their 6:30pm meeting about the Busa land acquisition. Though many members of the public and Town Meeting were in attendance for the CPC meeting, there were enough new attendees at the Informational Session to warrant a second presentation. Mr. Vlaente discussed the Busa land acquisition, specifically its location, acreage, the purpose of the acquisition, description of neighboring parcels of interest. He stated that negotiated price for the land was 4.1 million. The appraisal had come in at 4.4 million for the 7.93 acre parcel. Mr. Valente explained that the possible uses for the property included recreation, housing, community gardens, and “other” uses. He specifically noted that the latter category had been added because of neighborhood input. He showed a concept plan for the land, which highlighted a full soccer field, two lots devoted to housing, and associated parking for the recreational use. Mr. Valente noted that new recreation fields had not been constructed in Town in many years, and pointed out that the Town had in fact lost soccer fields when the new Harrington School was built. He stressed, however, that the concept plan he showed was only one of many possibilities.

Mr. Valente explained that the land would be leased to the Busa family in 2009 and 2010, and that they would continue to farm the land while the Town decided upon the best use for the property.  He said that the Town would be conducting inspections on the site for hazardous materials to ensure compliance with Massachusetts General Laws, Chapter 21E (“Massachusetts Oil and Hazardous Matererial Release Preventions Act”) and that the Busa family would be responsible for any cleanup if hazardous materials were found. He added that there are two wells on the site and several greenhouses, which would be the Busas’ responsibility to clean up. 

Mr. Valente explained that the request for funding to the CPC was for a total of $4,197,000. This included requests for the land itself ($4,100,000), a master plan ($25,000), survey work ($25,000), legal work ($35,000) and a site assessment under Chapter 21E ($12,000). He said the Letter of Intent had been signed by the Busas, making it possible to present the proposal for the acquisition of the land to the Special Town Meeting. 

Ms. Simmons, Director of Recreation, then spoke and explained the Department’s need for fields, some of which might be met with the purchase of the Busa land. Ms. Simmons noted that the demand for recreational fields in Town had “exploded” due to the fact that so many sports were now available in three seasons (specifically soccer, lacrosse and Ultimate Frisbee). She explained that in 1995, approximately 1,800 children in Town played soccer, while in 2008, these figures had increased to 2,500. She said there are now approximately 300 boys and girls in the lacrosse program and 1,500 players in the baseball and softball programs, all of whom are limited by field availability. In 1998, the Recreation Department scheduled 30,000 hours of field time for various athletic games and practices, while in 2008, this number increased to nearly 50,000 hours. 

Ms. Simmons noted that despite the increase in demand, there has been no concurrent increase in the availability of recreational fields. In fact, the Town lost fields (two full-size soccer fields and one ¾-size soccer field) when the Harrington School was constructed. She added that the high school presently has a demand for several sports; football, baseball, softball, lacrosse, field hockey, soccer and Ultimate Frisbee, all of which vie for space. To make matters more difficult, several of the existing fields are poorly drained, which makes the field availability very limited in the spring. There is also little opportunity to rotate fields or to rest those which might need standard maintenance and/or require additional drainage work. 

Ms. Simmons raised the question of Lincoln Park, which she reminded those present, was a reconstruction of existing playing fields, not an addition of new fields to the inventory. She also brought up the Hennessey field. She noted that the Selectmen’s Hennessey Use Ad Hoc Committee determined that there was a recreational need for more fields, but determined that the Hennessey land was not the most appropriate location. 

The CPC then opened the Session to questions from the public. Mr. Rick Wilson, an abutter to the Busa property, expressed his concern that the neighborhood had had little time to comment on the plan. He said the plan for soccer fields appeared premature until it could be determined that there was a true demand. Janet Kern, a resident on Lowell Street, echoed this sentiment and said she spoke for 15 of her neighbors in stating that she supported the acquisition, but wished to see a master plan for the property, and a process in which the neighborhood would be involved. She referenced Mr. Valente’s use of the word “other” in describing uses for the property, and wanted to know if preserving agricultural land was among them. She said she wanted to make certain the wording of the motion was general enough to include this purpose. Mr. Benny Barkan, a young man who worked at the Busa Farm, said he wished to see the continuation of the farm, and that the development of houses on the site would be a “massive mistake”. Mr. Cohen responded to this comment, saying that if the Town didn’t vote to acquire the land, it would certainly be purchased by a developer and turned into housing. 

Mr. Fabian Borensztein of 60 Lowell Street commented that his neighbors had met the previous weekend and were generally supportive of the purchase. They were concerned about the future of the land, especially for 2009 and 2010. He commented on the dilapidated condition of the greenhouses on the site, and wanted a commitment that they would be removed or repaired properly. 

Ms. Meg Muckenhaupt, a member of the Busa Farm Committee, noted that the land had been continuously farmed for the last 300 years, according to Dennis Busa. She said the neighborhood did not want to lose their “heritage” and urged the Town to purchase the parcel.

Mr. Frank Sandy, a TMM, asked about commercial farming and the income derived from such an operation. Mr. Valente responded that a lease on the farm would generate about $1,500 per year. Mr. Sandy said he was concerned about the process, and questioned whether the Town could wait until a Special Fall Town Meeting. Mr. Valente responded that the Town had until May 29th to act, with a closing date of September 3rd. 

Mr. Patrick Mehr, also a TMM, asked about the current assessment and noted that it was much lower than the negotiated price for the land. Mr. Valente responded that this was due to the Agricultural Preservation Restriction on the property. Mr. Mehr also stressed the need for flexibility in the wording of the motions. Mr. Cohen addressed this issue by stating that the motion had been worded to include “recreation, and/or affordable housing, and/or open space purposes”. 

Ms. Edith Sandy, a TMM, spoke to the concept plan and questioned whether the Town would need soccer fields in two years, and recommended more extensive community gardens. She urged the CPC to fund the acquisition from “the general pot” rather than from specific budgets which would limit the land’s ultimate use. 

Ms. Leslie Mayer, who identified herself as the Chairwoman of the Arlington Reservoir Committee and a member of the Arlington Open Space Committee, said she had worked for many years to preserve the Arlington Reservoir. She urged the CPC and the Town to work with Arlington to preserve the land around the reservoir, and said she encouraged the purchase. 

Ms. Dawn McKenna, a TMM, expressed her support for the purchase, but said she was not supportive of affordable housing on the site. She said her preference was for open space or community gardens. She said she would like to see the affordable housing purpose withdrawn from the motion, and asked if she could make this amendment on the floor of Town Meeting. She explained that she felt there was a density of housing in the eastern section of Town and not enough corresponding open space. Ms. Manz addressed this concern and her specific question, explaining that the CPC wanted to keep as many options open as possible. In future proposals before the Town, Town Meeting could choose to fund or turn down individual proposals (ie. for affordable housing). Mr. Cohen added here to clarify this point, that the CPC cannot solicit projects, but must respond to the projects as submitted. He pointed out that the CPC had already supported this project with a 9-0 vote. Ms. McKenna asked Mr. Cohen if he would consult Town Counsel to see if it is legal to remove a specific purpose, in this case, the affordable housing option. 

The issue of affordable housing was of interest to the attendees of the meeting, and a resident of Lowell Street pointed out that there was a good deal of affordable housing already in the neighborhood. She said she felt affordable housing would negatively impact the view, and that she supported Ms. McKenna’s suggestion to remove affordable housing from the uses for the land.  Mr. Cohen explained the Chapter 40B provision of the State laws (which allows developers who include a small percentage of affordable housing to be exempt from local zoning and grants other special rights), noting that a 40B development could be a very real possibility if the Busa land were not purchased by the Town. Mr. Burnell, Town Selectman, stressed here that the Town would decide at Special Town Meeting to purchase or not purchase the land, but would not decide its specific use. He stressed that most of what neighbors were concerned about would come before Town Meeting in future years, not at the Special Town Meeting scheduled for the following night. Mr. Levine questioned this assertion, asking if there were no Town Meeting vote needed, could the question of affordable housing effectively by-pass the Town Meeting process. Ms. Manz assured him that any housing would need to be funded, and therefore would need a vote of Town Meeting, and presumably would be a CPC project as well. Mr. Levine persisted, and questioned whether the housing could be developed by another entity such as LexHab, and thereby circumvent Town Meeting and neighborhood input. He asked who would be making the ultimate decision, the Selectmen or Town Meeting.    

Attention then turned to traffic concerns in the neighborhood as an outgrowth of recreation or affordable housing uses on the Busa land. Ms. Brenda Kokubo, a resident of Arlington, stated that the intersection of Westminster Avenue and Lowell Street has been the focus of study by the Arlington Traffic Advisory Committee. She said she was concerned about traffic impacts and safety issues, particularly as they related to children’s use of any future athletic fields. Mr. Valente responded to Ms. Kokubo’s 

concerns, and said that Lexington had been contacted by Arlington about the intersection. He said he agreed that the intersection needs work. 

The Information Session was adjourned at 9:20 pm.  

Respectfully submitted,

Nathalie Rice

Administrative Assistant

Community Preservation Committee

PAGE  
1

