Town of Arlington 

Open Space Committee

To: 
Charles Foskett, Chair, Symmes Advisory Committee

CC:
Brian Rehrig, Symmes Advisory Committee

From: 
Karsten E. Hartel, Chair, on behalf of the Open Space Committee

Date:
14 August 2001

RE:
Open Space Interests at the Symmes Property

Thank you for inviting the Open Space Committee to submit these ideas and principles to help guide the planning and redevelopment of the Symmes property with respect to open space issues and options.

The anticipated acquisition of the Symmes site will greatly increase the amount of available open space in the Town, and its value for all residents can be maximized through a thoughtful and participatory planning and design process. The Open Space Committee is very excited about this opportunity to enhance the open space value of approximately nine acres on this dramatic hilltop site, and will assist in whatever way possible as the process evolves. 

After reviewing the current characteristics of the Symmes property, we have divided it into 12 study areas (see the attached site plan and chart) and offer the following principles for future redevelopment of the site by the Town:

1. The present proportion of natural and landscaped open space should be preserved, as advocated by the Board of Selectmen and voted by the Town last March, in the initial step to approve Town purchase of the Symmes property. However, we recognize that if a development plan requires the use of some existing open space, then there should be an “equal exchange” of that land for paved or developed land that could be reclaimed for open space purposes.

2. The planning and development process should recognize the following goals: 

· Major new building and redevelopment should focus on areas already developed, that is existing parking areas and building sites.

· There should be no net loss of tree coverage throughout the entire 18-acre site.

· The existing steep vegetated slopes (areas F, J and K on the plan) offer prime green spaces and should remain undisturbed, except for walking trails. Most of these slopes are probably economically undevelopable anyway, and they can best offer value as green buffers, wildlife habitat and scenic vistas.  

3. Wooded buffer zones should be incorporated as design elements to separate the abutting neighborhoods from the parking lots and existing or new buildings. An existing buffer (area A) extends along most of the boundary of the property, and other buffers should be incorporated into or maintained along the edges of the parking lot areas B and D. Design elements of green space should also be used to separate various areas, as in area C that separates the upper and lower parking lots.

4. Views from the top of the site should be maximized and made accessible to all residents. For instance, serious consideration should be given to developing a public viewing area near the ambulance ramp at the southern wing of the hospital building. This area offers one of the most dramatic vistas of the Greater Boston area. Other opportunities to create landscaped vistas elsewhere on the site should also be pursued.

5. In conjunction with new housing units, it is critical to incorporate green open space, parks and playground areas for new residents, as well as for neighbors in the vicinity of Symmes and other Town residents.

6. Parking lot designs should incorporate open space, especially if fewer parking spots are needed. Small landscaped areas with benches, fountains or other elements separating sections of parking would increase the overall esthetic value of the area.  Parking area design should include significant tree coverage to provide shade and to enhance the visual aspects of the site.  Stacked parking decks would use a smaller footprint of land and thereby permit additional development without loss of open space. 

7. A wide range of community needs for wooded or open areas and for recreational or other community facilities should be considered during the planning process. Some ideas that have been mentioned in the early stages of thinking about the open space potential at Symmes are walking trails, landscaped parks with scenic vistas, one or more small playgrounds, a fenced dog park, and community gardens. 

The Open Space Committee recognizes that all of these open space considerations have to be balanced with financial, housing, medical and other needs related to redevelopment of the site. We look forward to participating in a creative and challenging planning and development process to achieve the best options for the community at large.

Symmes Plan: Open Space and Developed Areas
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Symmes Hospital Land Areas and Open Space Potentials

	Area
	Name
	Status
	Description
	Size
	Values/Uses
	

	A
	Northern Boundary Woods
	OS
	A small woody and rocky section along the northern boundary between the upper parking lots.
	1.5
	Nice wooded area; provides a buffer for neighbors.
	

	B
	North-West Parking Lot
	D
	The upper parking lot in the NW section above the hospital building.
	2
	Pavement
	

	C
	Peninsula Woods
	OS
	A small open wooded slope between the hospital parking lots.
	0.5
	Provides a pleasing natural strip between the paved lots.
	

	D
	North-East Parking Lot
	D
	The large parking lot to the east of the hospital buildings.
	2
	More pavement.
	

	E
	Hospital Buildings
	D
	The hospital building and associated direct access roads, loading docks, sidewalks and landscaping.
	2+
	Buildings of many vintages. Southeast wing has spectacular views over Arlington and Boston.
	

	F
	Hospital Slope Triangle
	OS
	A very steep wooded slope directly below the hospital and adjacent to the main access road.
	1.5
	Heavily vegetated with no real access from the rest of the site. Probably undevelopable for any use.
	

	G
	Nurses’ East Parking Lot
	D
	Parking lot adjacent to and east of the nurses’ building.
	1
	A flat area with some view potential. Lots of poison ivy around the edges.
	

	H
	Nurses’ Quarters
	D
	The old nurses’ quarters building.
	0.5
	Old building that may be salvageable, or not.
	

	I
	Nurses’ West Parking Lot
	D
	Larger parking lot west of and below the nurses’ quarters. Had a helicopter pad.
	1.5
	Large flat area with decent views.
	

	J
	East-Side Slope
	OS
	Steep wooded area below the nurses quarters and east parking lot.
	2.5
	Area most removed from human activities.  Some very steep ledges. Nature trail potential.
	

	K
	West-Side Slope
	OS
	Steep wooded area below west parking lot.
	1.0
	Steep fill from construction of the parking lot above. Probably not developable in any sense.
	

	L
	Summer Street Woods
	OS
	Heavily wooded, relatively level area extending about 150' in from Summer St.  Former site of a Poor Farm and a tree farm.
	2+
	Provides a nice green stretch along busy Summer Street. Not highly desirable for park or playground uses because of street traffic. 
	

	
	
	
	
	18
	
	


Notes: 
Areas are assigned from North to South, from higher to lower elevations.  

Status: OS=Open Space, D=Developed.  

Sizes are very approximate.
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