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Abstract
Many urban neighborhoods, even some which are dense and have mixed
uses, do not offer good accessibility, safety, comfort, or pleasure for pedestrians.
This thesis explores physical interventions for improving walkability in one such
neighborhood, Somerville’s Gilman Square. The broader goal of walkability
interventions is to offer healthier and more livable conditions for residents, and to
facilitate a process of democratizing the streets. My proposal is based on field
observation, photography, GIS maps, input from Gilman Square residents, and a
literature review about the benefits and motivations to walk and strategies for
improving walkability. I make two major recommendations: to improve the current
conditions of the streetscape, and to make existing destinations more attractive to
walk to. These recommendations serve the Community Corridor Planning (CCP), a
coalition of organizations with the common goal of making ‘a better Somerville for
all,’ so that they can build an agenda for improving public spaces.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
The MBTA train is extending the Green line to Somerville in the coming
years. A transit corridor formed by seven stations in Somerville will make the
percentage of residents living within half mile of rapid transit increase from 15% to
85% (Somerville Well-Being Report, 2010). This will be a revolution, as the new
transportation mode will stimulate investments in the area. New projects will bring
important changes and are a chance to revitalize neighborhoods and increase the
quality of life of many people. The proposed station named Gilman Square is in the
eastern part of Somerville, in the middle of a dense residential area that gives home
to diverse communities that are not as connected and served as other areas in
Somerville. This is an opportunity for the residents to improve their neighborhoods,
ensuring that the coming train line brings beneficial outcomes to their communities.
One possible element to improve is enhancing walkability through urban design
interventions in the public space—corridors, parks and other destinations—that may
increase the willingness of residents to walk and transform the area into a more
livable and healthier neighborhood. The broader context for improving walking
conditions, getting more people into the streets, is that it is a way of democratizing
streets, allowing communities to take ownership of their public space and shape
them to respond to their needs and desires. This thesis explores aspects related to
walkability around the future Gilman Square station area to see the potential capacity
of the neighborhood to become a more livable place. To do that, I study the
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condition of the streetscape where people walk, and also the existing public spaces
that are supposed to be destinations to walk to.
Why walkability? Walkability addresses different components related to
sustainability, including livability and health. The physical activity of walking helps to
reduce obesity, and the risk of chronic diseases as diabetes type 2, heart disease or
stroke. Walking strengthens social ties, creating opportunities for spontaneous
encounters with others. Moreover, it contributes to social equity, as walking is free
and the benefits of a walkable neighborhood may reach all groups of people.
Walking also contributes to the environment, as a mean of transportation it
diminishes the circulation of cars, reducing air pollution and noise. Walking
reinforces economic development of communities, as people attract more people
and more people may attract new and different economic activities, especially local
businesses.
Somerville is a lively city with a diverse population, but the data indicates the
existence of health disparities among neighborhoods, especially based on race
ethnicity and socio-economic status. It is a city with lower area of open space than
the recommended standards—set by the World Health Organization—among other
necessities. Assuming that the neighborhoods around the future transit corridor will
change—as the transit system will increase land value bringing pressure to invest in
the area—and that there is a need for the improvement in public amenities, it is
important to study where and what kind of interventions would benefit the
community the most. The City of Somerville and different communities within it
have been working to build a vision for the future.
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The strategy of looking for interventions that benefit the community with the
green line extension is a powerful commitment that the Community Corridor
Planning (CCP) has taken as their mission. CCP is a coalition of organizations that
have been working in Somerville for a long time, that seek to create a land use plan
for the transit corridor through a community engagement process. They have
developed a series of activities with the community and aligned their action plan into
eleven core principles which the neighbors expect to see reflected in the areas
around the proposed stations. Strategically, CCP chose the Gilman Square station
area to develop a pilot of the community planning process and they have been
working with the neighbors for more than 2 years. Last summer I worked with them
in the design and execution of the workshops to define specific places they wanted
to change or to protect. After that experience I felt challenged to continue in the
process as some questions arose at the end of the workshops that I wanted to
investigate. The results from this participatory process reflect the values and
concerns that people have about their neighborhood. This process has helped to
determine some of the challenges in improving the quality of life of residents in
some places, especially in some of the abandoned properties that exist in the area
that people dislike. However, I believe that the community planning strategy needs
to go further in what is related to the public realm. I would like to give CCP some
ideas of specific projects in public spaces, so they can get some guidelines for
building an agenda for public space interventions.
My research question is what physical interventions might encourage people
to walk in the Gilman Square area? By studying the present day physical context and
with the complement given by the community inputs from the reports, I obtained a
3

comprehensive view necessary to propose possible projects in the public space that
are in line with the CCP core principles and respond to make a more walkable and
livable place.
Before diving into the case study portion of this thesis I present a review of
the literature taken from journal articles, professional reports, books and websites
related to sustainable, livable and healthy neighborhoods and how walking
contributes to these goals. Encouraging walking through physical interventions can
be addressed through improvements in streets but also by improving destinations
such as public parks. In Chapter Three I explain my methodology for studying the
physical context. I base my proposal in two different strategies to make interventions
in the area, improvement of the sidewalks, and creation of attractive destinations.
After explaining the methods, in Chapter Four I present the case study including the
analysis of the current situation in terms of quality of streets, open space and all the
elements that affect walkability. Then I have two Chapters—Five and Six—where I
develop the proposal and the recommendations for CCP respectively. I present the
proposal through images to visualize the possible changes and the main components
for each place. The set of recommendations are to give some ideas for CCP about
how to start working on their public space agenda, trying to help them in developing
a strategy for interventions in the public space and streets’ enhancement. Finally, I
finish this thesis with my conclusions and reflections on the process of this research,
that attempts to help community leaders to plan incremental actions towards more
livable neighborhoods, improving the quality of life of communities in Somerville.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
Studying the main factors of the built environment that contribute to healthy
places helps planners and urban policy makers to design a strategy for improving
communities’ well-being. Place, neighborhood or physical context are considered
one of the most important factors affecting well-being (Corburn 2009; Stokols and
Clitheroe 2010). There are many characteristics of place that have to be taken into
account such as affordable housing, employment opportunities, public
transportation, social networks, access to healthy food, quality education, and
cultural expression (Corburn 2009). One way to improve a community’s welfare
through their built environment is by interventions that may encourage moderate
physical activity as walking. In this literature review, I explore the advantages of a
walkable neighborhood, and its contribution to democratizing streets—allowing
people to reclaim streets to take ownership of their public space. I explore possible
ways to make a neighborhood become more walkable through physical interventions
in the streets, and also through the creation of interesting destinations. Both will
help to create more sustainable and more livable neighborhoods.
Democratizing streets
The role of streets has been a matter of debate in planning for a long period
of time, especially after the Garden City movement where increases in car ownership
brought more traffic and transformed safe green spaces into parking lots and roads
(Appleyard 1981). In the 1960’s, Jane Jacobs called for the return of life to the street
and as Appleyard argues, street life has been an ideal of post-modern urban planning.
Streets play many roles. Beyond allowing movement by different means, access to
5

properties and accommodation of utilities, they offer space for recreation and
socializing (Tumlin 2012). Sidewalks in particular, are unique and integral parts of the
street and urban life that host social, economic and political uses. However,
researchers find that these public spaces are becoming less ‘democratic’ (LokaitouSideris and Ehrenfeucht 2009). A democratic street is one that is accessible for all
groups of people—where all people feel a right to be part of it—and that gives
people the chance to use it, to participate in the shaping of it, and to enjoy it with
others with a feeling of ownership over it. Shaftoe (2008) emphasizes that a place
where people can celebrate and socialize will be the essence of urbanity and the heart
of democratic living, referring to those places as ‘convivial spaces.’ Streets have the
power to be an open and accessible interface between people, making the city space
an important arena for large political meetings, demonstrations and protests, as well
as for modest activities that are part of a community life (Gehl 2010).
However, the social character of a space will depend on the capacity to have
active people in it making it a space of movement and interaction and defining the
identity and vitality of a place (Mehta 2007, Stokols and Clitheroe 2010). Mitchell
(2003) argues that what makes a space public is one group taking space and making it
public through its actions (in Loukaitou-Sideris and Eherenfeucht 2009). For that to
happen, places need to be flexible and dynamic, allowing different activities to take
place (Gehl 2010).
Several authors agreed that good urban design will provide a positive sense
of place where daily activities of people can occur, and where casual interaction
between friends and strangers can take place (Jacobs 1961, Whyte 1980, Knox 2005,
Shaftoe 2008). Urban design features can provide places to stop, sit, eat, play, and
6

experience different activities, and this will help people to feel what Jane Jacobs
(1961) mentions as ‘proprietorship’ of the street. Jacobs remarks how critical the
sidewalks are, as they offer the contacts and possibilities that are ‘the seed for a city’s
wealth’—referring to the genesis of the well-being a city can provide. This
connection among people, places and events is what provides a sense of affiliation
with the community (Mehta 2007), making a place democratic, a place that is used
and that serves different groups of people.
By democratizing streets, we are moving towards a more equitable city, a city
that belongs to a community, where the streets belong to people instead of cars, and
most important, ensuring the space is for the joy of all groups. Agyeman and
Zavestosqui (2012) argue “democratization of streets must become a priority if we
are to move toward more just and sustainable cities.” Streets are essentially public, so
they are a resource for all, having the potential to be place for the encounter and
share of all, not for exclusiveness of one particular group. Therefore, investing in
physical interventions in a neighborhood to make it more walkable, allows all people
to benefit from those improvements, and if all groups of residents enjoy the domain
of the streets, those actions succeed in fighting urban inequalities.
From a health perspective, the physical context in which people live can
either reinforce or challenge health disparities associated with spatial income
inequalities (Gordon-Larsen et al. 2006, Mitchell and Popham 2008). Therefore,
improvements to the physical context may also help address health disparities. Some
of the inequalities at the neighborhood scale include access to transit, access to
supermarkets—healthy food—to open space, and to other health-promoting
amenities that some places lack (Corburn 2009). Institutions such as the Robert
7

Wood Johnson Foundation (Healthy Places Report 2009) make a call to overcome
obstacles and improve opportunities in the built environment for all in order to allow
people to make healthy choices—they state that good health depends on personal
choices.
Now, the current trend in urban planning and health is to encourage people
to walk to stay healthy, and this has generated a renewed interest in walking among
environmental and public health policy makers (Leslie et al. 2007, Barton 2009,
Lokaitou-Sideris and Ehrenfeucht 2009). Researchers agree in that walking is a good
indicator of overall public health—as chronic diseases such as heart disease or Type
2 diabetes, stroke and obesity have a strong relationship with populations’ rates of
walking or physical inactivity (Alfonzo 2005; Bull et al. 2010; Lee and Vernez
Moudon 2008; Schneider 2011; Frumkin 2011; Sallis et al. 2011; Tumlin 2012).
Nevertheless, along with the importance of proximity to healthy amenities—more
associated to density or land use mix— walkability depends on the neighborhood
design, as aesthetic and safety characteristics have an impact on the attractiveness of
walking within a neighborhood (Lee and Vernez Moudon 2008, Giles-Corti et al.
2009, Neckerman et al. 2009).
Walking Conditions and Benefits
Several authors distinguish types of walking that influence sense of place.
Walking can have a utilitarian or purposive character—aiming for a destination—or a
recreational purpose—or promenading—where the journey is more important than
the destination (Frank et al 2003, Leslie et al. 2007, Wunderlich 2008, LokaitouSideris and Ehrenfeucht 2009). Recreational walking is spontaneous and varies
according to external paces, given by discoveries and encounters in urban places. The
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sites en route will affect how walking is performed, for instance a street with places
that have some interest, services or even people doing something will attract the
walker to interrupt or to vary his or her journey. While utilitarian walking may be
more influenced by directness of routes and characteristics of the walking
infrastructure, recreational walking may be affected by access and characteristics of
recreation facilities (Brownson et al. 2009). Besides, by distinguishing utilitarian and
recreational walking we understand that beyond being a means of transportation,
walking is a way to experience urban space, having the capacity of developing a sense
of place (Wunderlich 2008).
By sense of place Wunderlich refers to the capacity of walking to nurture a
sense of belonging and emotional attachment to certain locations. In addition, the
practice of walking gives people the possibility to perceive and experience the city as
a cohesive organism (Frick 2007). The sense of attachment to a place is, according
to Gehl (2010) an opportunity to achieve social sustainability, by strengthening social
ties and connecting a community to a place including all different groups in terms of
age, income or race. Besides, there are studies that suggest that sense of community
increases in the presence of well-maintained public spaces and walkable
neighborhoods (Frumkin 2003; Sullivan et al. 2004; Bull et al. 2010; Pearce 2011). By
providing more choices for people to get around and spend their time outside,
walking promotes encounters with others strengthening social relationships to urban
places (Frank et al. 2003, Wunderlich 2008; Bull et al. 2010). A sense of place will
then involve a feeling of connection to a place and a lived engagement with people
and land. By activating sense of place, cities can be both ecologically and socially
regenerative (Newman and Jennings 2008).
9

When walking replaces the use of the car, it helps reduce greenhouse gas
emissions and improve air quality and noise. Beyond that, interventions for
encouraging walkability will help to protect the neighborhood system in the longer
term, reducing strain on resources and providing a more sustainable lifestyle
(Schneider 2011, Lee and Vernez Moudon 2008). Therefore, a pedestrian-friendly
street network and walkable distances are part of an environment that encourages
physical activity, having features that improve people’s quality of life in a broader
way (Lathey et al. 2009).
Encouraging walkability
Assuming that walking has multiple benefits, planning researchers are
focusing on how built environment variables are related to willingness to walk
(Alfonzo 2005). Alfonzo argues that there is no universal remedy to increase levels of
walking, so a multilevel approach to plan interventions is needed. She believes the
strategy must be more than designing streets for pedestrians’ transit but also creating
places for them to enjoy and linger. According to Tumlin (2012), the first principle
of a sustainable city is that walking must be delightful. In order to understand how to
make it more delightful, Alfonzo’s research on motivation to walk shows that there
is a hierarchical structure of 5 needs that people consider when deciding to walk:


Feasibility, associated with personal limits such as age or health



Accessibility, given by the street network



Safety, referring to crime



Comfort, associated with a person’s level of ease and convenience



Pleasurability, related to enjoyableness and interest of an area.
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Frank et al. (2003) make the case that distance and accessibility
considerations are not the only ones that makes people ‘to walk or not.’ Urban
design characteristics affect how people perceive the built environment, meaning
that intangible considerations including safety and attractiveness will also be part of
the process of deliberation. Tumlin (2012) adds to this point, arguing that it is not
enough to be safe and comfortable, the design must also attract all ages to walk for
the ‘sheer of joy of it’ (Tumlin 2012 p37). Alfonzo refers to the ‘affordances’ as the
set of properties present in the environment that will allow the behavior of walking
to take place. And the perception of these affordances will alter the hierarchy of
needs and the choice to walk (Alfonzo 2005). As perception of the neighborhood
influences willingness to walk, interventions to improve negative impressions—such
as aesthetic actions that can make a place more beautiful or greener, or shadier,
through attractive architecture or urban design features, sidewalks cafes—will
encourage walkability. Taking into account the benefits discussed above, these
interventions are a form of public health interventions that contribute to resident’s
physical and mental health and to develop a sense of place (Stokols and Clitheroe
2010,Gebel et al. 2011, Schneider 2011).
In addition to the affordances and the perception of it, Shaftoe (2008) refers
to ‘legibility’—a term originally coined by Kevin Lynch in 1960—as a different
motivator to walk. This means that the different parts have to be organized in a
coherent pattern where people know where they are and have a feeling of a visual
coherence. This is also applied to transportation planning, where the links among
different modes of transportation is critical. Transit and non-motorized
transportation systems have synergies that can increase benefits, for instance the
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provision of coordinated and attractive sidewalks between transit stations and
destinations will increase willingness to walk (Frank et al 2003).
Research on barriers to walking also helps to guide an action plan of
interventions. Different studies include geographic and physical barriers such as hilly
environments, barriers related to car traffic such as dangerous street crossing or
excessive traffic, barriers related to proximity such as long distances to destinations
or no interesting destinations at all to walk by. Then, lack of pavement or lack of safe
places to walk nearby is also a barrier (Lee and Vernez Moudon 2008). In addition,
Shaftoe (2008) makes the case of ‘clutter’ to refer to a more detailed urban design
barrier that affects willingness to walk. By clutter he means uncoordinated street
equipment, signs and furniture; confusion and contradictions; illegibility; duplication
of equipment; interruptions in the middle of sidewalks or redundancy of equipments.
Towards a walkable neighborhood
Good urban design responds to the human body scale, so understanding
human body senses and mobility will drive us to design adequate features. For
instance having signs possible to see at the eye level, or streetlamps to lighten the
pedestrians path instead of solely bigger street lights for the roads. As Gehl
contends, ‘the battle for quality is on the small scale’ (Gehl 2010 p118). Walking has
a human scale velocity, so we need to design streets for pedestrians if we want to
invite people and not cars into a place.
But it is not all about scale, as the interrelationships among multiple
components, objects and places are critical (Frick 2007). There are ‘material
constituents’ and ‘experiential constituents’ that contribute to the process of making
a place providing the setting for everyday happenings (Knox 2005). In other words,
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we grasp a place by understanding its physical aspects—as buildings—and also its
social aspects which implies the meanings, narratives, networks, institutions and
processes (Corburn 2009). For that reason we need to take both the physical and the
social constituents into account in making interventions that will change behaviors.
What is important then is the interaction between physical aspects and
people. Rapoport (1990) talks about how the interaction among both ‘things and
things’ and ‘people and things’ will affect human behavior and activities (in Knox
2005). Frick (2007) frames this interaction among material constituents as the ‘spatial
synergy’ that urban design features can provide, and the ‘supportiveness,’ that is
given by the experiential constituents. Mehta (2007) makes the case that amenities
and physical features at a microscale, including fixed objects—such as pavement,
lights, trees; semifixed and movable objects—such as benches, tables, or bump-outs
in sidewalks—offer comfort and pleasure and several authors emphasize the
interrelation of those objects with people (Frick 2007, Whyte 1980, Mehta 2007).
Whyte (1980) gives concrete examples for interventions, referring to the
location and combination of some features, such as the relationship among a bus
shelter, a trashcan, and a bench or ledge, or even the relationship between a
particular space and its edges. He suggests that triangulation—meaning the
interaction of three different elements—is a good strategy for making places to work.
It acts as an external stimulus that connects people and strangers with each other.
Mehta refers to ‘behavioral environment’ to talk about uses, activities, operation and
management that people make of the physical environment. Whyte points out how
physical elements that have some characteristics that help to interact with them—
such as movable seating, water that people can touch, food to buy and eat, and a
13

choice of shaded or sunny places—will enhance a place’s capacity to attract people.
The interrelation will make a place suitable for certain activities and will provide
spatial synergy and supportiveness (Frick 2007).
Finally, what helps to plan and organize physical interventions is to
distinguish streets that are a social space and the ones that are a path or channel for
vehicular or pedestrian movement (Mehta 2007). The streets can be classified
according to whether they are arterials, collectors or locals—or residential, where the
former privileges mobility and the latter, land access. These categories give some
basic clues to design streetscape in neighborhoods responding to a hierarchy (Tumlin
2012). Gehl (2010) points out that to enhance walking, routes must be compact,
direct and logical; that spaces need modest dimensions; and that there has to be a
clear hierarchy of spaces. Appleyard (1981) makes a big contribution on how to
make local streets more livable and safe. In his Statement of Principles for Livable
Streets, he suggest that a residential street should be a:
-

safe sanctuary, where drivers act as being in a pedestrian territory

-

livable and healthy environment, free of noise, dirtiness and pollution, and

-

community, places where communal life is possible, able to reduce the

-

neighborly territory, respecting private domain, residents might feel streets

-

place for play and learning, to offer a safe learning environment

-

having places where to sit, chat and play

‘anomie’—or lack of social norms—of urban life

belong to them

green and pleasant land, providing relief from the city’s hardness and
greyness
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-

unique historic place, having a special identity—given by a tree, a building, a
view, a particular garden—and making people to see the street as a place
rather than a channel.
In general, different components of the streetscape will determine whether a

place attracts people or not. Gehl (2010) remarks that street design has to reflect the
landscape including topography, views and sun patterns to maximize shades or
sunshine. A design that reinforces pedestrian use will attract more people, and having
more people in the streets will improve safety, responding to Jacobs’ (1961) wellknown statement about a city’s need to have ‘eyes upon the streets.’ We need to
invite people to protect the social environment and achieve what Shaftoe (2008) calls
‘crowding out crime’ as an inclusive mode of accomplishing safety. Some of the
conditions that Tumlin (2012) mentions that streets for pedestrians need to
accomplish are to guarantee that buildings are oriented toward sidewalks rather than
parking lots and that buildings are a pleasure to walk past—avoiding blank walls
having no windows to allow a dialogue in between inside-outside—ensuring there
are eyes watching and protecting residents and strangers. Consistent lighting is also
an important element to ensure safety.
Gehl also includes conditions for safety from cars, as calming traffic and
promoting safe routes to schools or minimizing pedestrian crossing distances. In
general pedestrians need highly detailed interesting spaces along the route (Frank et
al. 2003) providing adequate sidewalks that minimize the negative impacts of cars
(Dumbaugh 2005). Then to make it pleasurable he suggests making streets leafy and
green and to incorporate the furnishing zone in the throughway and frontage zones
of the sidewalk.
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A framework of ‘Complete streets’—a term first used by David Goldberg—
to refer to streets that are designed for all users including pedestrian, bicyclists,
motorists and public transport users of all ages and abilities contributes to design or
to retrofit streets for more walkable neighborhoods. These streets emphasize safety,
comfort and convenient movement both along and across accomplished through
general travel lanes, parking lanes, bicycle lanes, sidewalks, wheelchair ramps, transit
stops, traffic signal improvements. However, not all the streets have the capacity to
fit all that, so the hierarchy of streets in an area can give clues for designing a
cohesive network that will allow some of the features everywhere and some others
just in the main corridors (Tumlin 2012).
Creating destinations
A well-designed street for people including an ample sidewalk, tree cover and
nice landscape or street furniture, will become more useful when there are
community gathering places and variety of activities supporting the journey (Mehta
2007). Communities need interventions that support the experience of walking and
enrich ‘placemaking’ (Wunderlich 2008). A sense of place may invoke feeling of
inclusion and connections while a lack of place may create a feeling of loneliness and
deter people from walking (Corburn 2009). Gehl recommends that planners focus
on how to provide opportunities for people to have direct contact with different
groups of people rather than solely aiming to provide space for people to walk.
According to Lathey et al. (2009) residents would be more willing to walk if they
have the option of access to social interaction places.
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Placemaking is an approach to create those places of interaction, as it focuses
on the relation between people and place for the creation of attractive destinations,
instead of looking solely at the physical conditions. It is a broad bottom-up approach
to community building used by Project for Public Spaces (PPS) an organization that
aims to create places in cities that can enhance interaction among people achieving
healthier and more ‘economically viable communities’ (Madden 2011). Those places
will improve the routes, but will also increase reasons to walk within the
neighborhood, creating a virtuous circle where more people around will attract more
people with all the benefits associated that were mentioned below. Informal
community gathering places give the possibility for developing interconnections and
value to the community that uses it.
These informal community gathering places were called ‘third places’ by
Oldenburg (1981). They include the variety of public spaces that host regular,
voluntary, informal, and happily gatherings beyond work and home (Oldenburg
1999). A physically well-designed street will serve the community even better and
become more relevant with the presence of third places and supporting stores and
activities (Mehta 2007).
PPS invites people to look at public spaces as primarily physical settings that
have to be transformed into places in order to give people a multitude of reasons to
go there (Madden 2011). The attributes of places in a neighborhood will affect the
frequency of the encounters and the opportunities to have shared experiences (Knox
2005). PPS say that each place needs an appropriate access to ‘different publics’—
such as children, elderly, women, men, immigrants—providing a comfortable
platform for social interaction, that allows a variety of activities and uses.
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Taking into account that placemaking is a process, it is important to plan
actions that respond to a particular context. Successful interventions should arise
from communities’ vision. To get that vision, the placemaking process should begin
with observation, as interventions should respond to behaviors and experiences of
people in place (Madden, 2011). People in the community are the ones who have to
observe, to then envision what they want, responding to their own values. The
Project for Public Spaces developed a chart—Figure 1—that helps to analyze what
they call the four key qualities of successful public spaces structures that will be
attractive destinations to walk to.

Figure 1: Placemaking Diagram –
Project for Pubic Spaces (www.pps.org)

The four key qualities of successful public spaces structures are:
-

Access and Linkages, related to the quality of a public space to be easy to get to,

-

Uses and Activities, as the reason why people come and return. When there is

-

Comfort and Image, relates to perception about cleanliness, safety, or charm, but

visible and convenient to circulate within it

nothing to do, a place will be empty.

also to concrete elements as having places where to sit
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-

Sociability, relates to people seeing friends, meeting their neighbors and feeling
comfortable interacting with strangers.
Each of the key attributes is linked to intangible conditions—in the second

round of Figure 1—and also to measurements—last round—that arise from
observation and quantitative data.
How to intervene
Once we realize a place is weak in some of these areas, there are some
strategies for changing places. PPS has the ‘lighter, cheaper, quicker,’ strategy, to
promote effective and fast short-term interventions that can ensure changes are
possible. Little changes are part of incremental changes that will finally transform a
space into a better, more livable and healthier place. Similarly, another kind of
intervention, grouped under tactical urbanism, can also effectively drive fast changes.
Tactical urbanism involves people in the physical testing of ideas having an increased
likelihood of gaining public support for long-term projects. Both tactical urbanism,
and ‘lighter cheaper quicker,’ are associated with low-cost short-term projects that
can lead to long-term changes with larger investments as physically widening
sidewalks, adding fixed furniture or elements, or even motivating local businesses to
develop. These kinds of improvements are possible through cheaper interventions
than more fundamental costs—as for instance, it is faster to make improvements in a
corridor with lights and benches than to make a shift of land use patterns.
As long-term projects require significant political, social and fiscal capital,
short-term actions help to start the process. This is a way of making the
municipalities and authorities follow actions done by citizen leaders, achieving a real
democratic process of making a place (Lydon 2012). Fred Kent, president of PPS
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believes in the power of a process lead by the people, and uses Gandhi’s famous
quote: ‘when the people lead, the leaders follow,’ to explain what this technique can
accomplish. Fast interventions help to build trust among different interest groups
and community leaders and can be a test before making substantial commitments—
both political and financial (PPS, 2000). In the context of a community that has been
waiting for a long time for some changes that have not happened—e.g. the Green
Line extension—fast interventions can be a very effective way to reanimate the
group and focus attention on new opportunities. Incremental actions help to
demonstrate that changes are possible, giving confidence and empowering the
community to go further with their goals and visions that can drive significant
investments later on.
Beyond urban design features, authorities may encourage businesses,
especially the small independent ones that can work as third places; and also
incentivize them to provide elements that can enrich the sidewalks such as chairs or
personalized facades (Mehta 2007). In fact, Mehta (2007) suggests that designers and
policy makers need to provide those elements in places that are meaningful to the
community to support their use.
Where to Intervene
Finally, in terms of concrete spaces to intervene, there are numerous urban
areas in need of improvement to restore public space in a way that provides spatial
synergy and supportiveness (Frick 2007). In general, urban public spaces are used as
breathing and gathering places (Shaftoe 2008) so any strategy to increase their
number will increase residents’ quality of life. Whyte (1980) talks about small spaces,
usually leftovers, niches, odds and end of spaces, as the most successful places to
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intervene. Different types of public spaces at different scale will offer different
benefits to communities beyond encouraging walkability. For instance greening
pocket parks makes a place a more attractive destination, but also help to cut down
noise and pollution contributing to health and well-being. Reclaiming streets by
closing a street—such as Memorial Drive in Cambridge every Sunday—to become
fully public spaces will allow pedestrians to populate the street, contributing to safety
and to the local vitality of a neighborhood. Small-scale public spaces have the
capacity to become destinations that will enrich a walking tour and are possible to
handle through tactical urbanism strategies.
Conclusion
Creating a walkable neighborhood goes far beyond increasing residents’
physical activity. Encouraging walking is an effort to make people reclaim dominance
on streets and by democratizing streets we promote a more livable and
environmentally sustainable lifestyle. Physical interventions to encourage walking will
reduce spatial inequalities with their consequent health disparities, accomplishing a
just city. We need to combine interventions on streets to allow adequate walking
conditions, with specific spaces that can become interesting destinations to walk to.
An agenda of interventions in the streetscape, including small public spaces and
parks as a whole, will drive incremental interventions towards a more livable place.
Encouraging walkability is a way to democratize streets, achieving a livable
neighborhood, where people and communities, and not cars, external planners, or
even market forces are the ones who define how the public space looks.
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Chapter 3: Methodology
The research and analysis in this thesis has been conducted through three
steps to answer my research question about what physical changes are necessary to
encourage people to walk in the Gilman Square neighborhood:
•

Analysis of the results from Gilman Square workshops summer 2012

•

Physical analysis of Gilman Square area using Arc10 GIS software: to look at
quantitative data—such as demographics or open spaces.

•

Field observation using photography: to record and analyze the current
walking conditions in the neighborhood as well as public spaces
Through those methods I gained an understanding of the major gaps and

barriers of accessibility to walking, as well as safety, comfort and pleasure issues that
could be addressed. I summarized the analysis in the selection of five sites and three
streets for potential interventions. Finally, to validate my proposal with the
community I made a group interview with members of the community. The results
from the whole process helped me in building the recommendations for the CCP
that are the final product of this thesis.
Focus of the Research
The CCP is a coalition of organizations—originated by the MBTA Green
Line extension plan, who are doing important work on organizing the community to
make ‘a better Somerville for all.’ The organizations that are part of this coalition are
the Somerville Community Corporation (SCC), Groundwork Somerville, Somerville
Transportation Equity Partner (STEP) and Somerville Health Agenda. They organize
their work according to four areas: jobs, affordable housing, transportation and
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environmental justice. They try to respond to the 11 Core Principles they defined in
2009—shown in Appendix 1. For the purpose of this research I focused on four of
the principles that are the ones related to transportation and public space, that most
directly affect walking conditions. The selected principles are:
•

Improve the Green Environment: safe, environmentally friendly neighborhood
with more green space, trees, and gardens; reduction of noise; avoidance of light
pollution; and prevention of toxic chemicals in the air.

•

Encourage Walking and Biking: safe, bike/pedestrian friendly design of
streets and paths around and between stations.

•

Create Community Gathering Spaces: safe public gathering spaces, both
indoors and outdoors, for community members.

•

Improve Access: safe access to and between train stations for people with
disabilities, strollers, and pedestrians in general
I looked at existing documents and reports to see how different documents

add to the community planning process for encouraging walkability. The first was
the 2010 CCP that helped me to figure out the initial interests of CCP and what was
specifically expected for the Gilman Square station area. Next, I took two documents
of Somerville that have been released during the last two years. The Somerville WellBeing Report of 2011 contains the main health indicators and its relation to the built
environment. Then, the Comprehensive Plan for the City of Somerville,
SomerVision 2012, gives an overview of what the City and the residents envision for
the future of Somerville, including actions toward walkability.
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Physical assessment of the area
The total area of study is 502 acres defined by a 0.5 mile radius around the
proposed station. CCP uses these radii around the station to define the corridor on
which to focus. Gilman Square is identified by CCP as an area, but it is not
necessarily how residents identify their neighborhood. Instead these residents
identify themselves with neighborhoods such as Winter Hill, Ten Hills, East
Somerville, Prospect Hill, Central Hill and Spring Hill.
The physical assessment of the neighborhood was critical for determining
specific places to intervene. My interest was in the combination of a good quality
street network to walk through with an increase in destinations in the public space
that can encourage walking in the area giving more reasons to walk around. For that
reason I chose as places for possible intervention:
•

specific sites: parks, or any spot that has potential to attract people;

•

residential streets that can become safe and pleasurable corridors.
Two different sources were used to assess the physical conditions:

quantitative data and observation in the field, processed through ArcGIS and
photography respectively.
1) Geospatial Analysis
I used Geographic Information System (GIS) software ArcView10 to
characterize and describe the physical conditions of the neighborhood. This software
allowed me to quantify amenities and explore data related to streets and public
spaces in the study area—shown in Table 1. I created several maps of the area to
visualize the main characteristics of the neighborhood.
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Table 1: Attributes to explore in the GIS analysis
Contributors
Population and
Housing

Public Space/
Amenities
Land Use
Transportation

Attributes explored
Race / Hispanic
Age/presence of children
Income level
Owners/Renters
Parks
Playgrounds
Art studios
Commercial areas
Corridors character
Residential Areas
Street network
Buses
Train
Geography (elevations)

Source
2010 Census Data

Purpose

City of Somerville
Mass GIS
SomervilleOpenstudios
City of Somerville
Mass GIS

To look at destinations,
diversity of places, and
proximity
To look at the main
corridors, and
opportunities
To look at features that
promote active travel:
connectivity and distances
(e.g. of bus stops)

2) Photographic Analysis
I conducted site visits during the months of April, May and June 2012 to
experience the neighborhood and to find potential places to intervene. In the case of
the streetscape study, the combination of field observations and photography
allowed me to understand specific and unique characteristics of corridors in order to:
•

describe the characteristics of sidewalks and cross streets, especially barriers
for pedestrians that may deter people to walk

•

determine the level of maintenance of the features that may affect perception
of residents and use of it.
I mostly walked through all the streets, organizing the visits according to the

neighborhoods, in order to obtain a complete view of each of them. For observing
patterns of use at the public spaces, I went at different times of the day and during
weekdays and weekends, staying in each place for at least 30 minutes. My purpose
was to study the physical conditions of amenities and to observe residents’ use of the
space, understanding individuals’ behaviors and social interaction among neighbors.
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The pictures allowed me to record the physical characteristics and the use that
people make of public spaces.
Designing interventions
1) Sites selection
The Community Corridor Planning developed two workshops during the
summer of 2012 at the Gilman Square area. In those meetings the neighbors defined
values they thought were important and they selected places in need of change or
preservation—see Appendix 2 to see the results of the workshops. Even though the
majority of sites the community mentioned and chose were abandoned buildings,
some of them were related to corridors—such as the Medford Bridge—or to
parks—such as the Winter Hill Playground. The results of those meetings were the
bases I used for the selection of sites to include in my proposal. My observations
from the site visits and the mapping analysis confirmed the need to focus on these
sites, all of which were in the northern part of the study area between the train line
and Broadway.
To create a network of attractive destinations I added new places to what the
community had chosen—all still in the northern section of the neighborhood. I
looked first at streets—including bridges and tunnels—in need of change; and then
looked at parks or lots that could be potential destinations. The intention of the
former was to improve and to strengthen the street network for pedestrians; and for
the latter, was to create attractive destinations to walk to.
2) Strategy for interventions
To come up with a specific proposal and recommendations I used PPS’
‘lighter, cheaper, quicker’ approach for placemaking, and also tactical urbanism. Both
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of them promote short-term interventions that can drive long-term investments and
deep transformations on the built environment.
2.a) Lighter, cheaper, quicker
PPS remarks the advantages of interventions that are ‘lighter, cheaper,
quicker,’ to start a process of physical change attractive to people. This can be built
through movable benches, sidewalk vendors, and food carts and so on. In addition,
elements such as art, landscape, color, pavement and lighting will help to build an
attractive destination. To organize the elements PPS uses the ‘Power of Ten’
strategy—an expression first coined by Charles and Ray Eames—that suggests the
necessary interaction among ten different objects that will allow different activities,
creating a dialogue between people and things. Lighter, cheaper and quicker
interventions would seek that a place offers ten reasons to be there, as ten different
activities allow an interaction among them making a place more livable than if there
are just isolated features (Madden, 2011).
2.b) Tactical Urbanism
When we think of fast, quick and cheap interventions, we can also imagine
specific events where the people are actively part of the performance, focusing on
the act of transforming a space—such as people taking away the pavement of a
parking lot to build a garden. Those events have the goal of showing a different way
of using public space, contributing to changing the relationship between people and
their physical context and increasing the number of people in the streets. These
interventions are tactical urbanism, which is an approach to changing places driven
by bottom-up organizations that consists of taking underutilized space, and through
fast and short-term interventions—that are not necessary permanent—creating an
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impact on places and on people. Some of the projects adapt streets for pedestrians
and cyclists; others reclaim streets as public gathering places where neighbors
enhance the place with benches, gardens, and art that remains for one day; some
groups introduce more gardening into the urban environment; others offer their own
furniture to make streets more livable, helping to identify places that may need
further investments for physical changes. People convert spaces that are
underutilized to recapture the public space—from cars, disuse or disrepair—and by
doing that transform their neighborhood into a more livable place.
After choosing five sites I undertook a placemaking exercise by myself to
analyze each of the sites and to determine
their level of accomplishment of the four
criteria that PPS propose to be observed in
their method. As it is shown in Figure 2 I
set three different aspects for each criteria
and set a triple score from low to high.

Figure 2: PPS Placemaking Diagram adapted for the purpose of this research

Then, I created a new image for each site to show possible activities that can
happen, and possible features that can be changed or added. I proposed to apply
tactical urbanism in those places that need a more aggressive participation of the
residents to ensure they take ownership of places that today are no man’s land. I
used Photoshop to recreate the existing images showing the place now and in the
future. These images do not pretend to be the ‘right way’ to do things, but are meant
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to stimulate discussion among neighbors about potential activities in each place.
After all, the community is the expert who should ultimately define a project.
3. Group Interview
Somerville Community Corporation is part of CCP and has a long experience
working with neighbors. They supported this research by providing the contact
details of neighbors that have been involved in the planning process in the area and
offering a venue for the meeting. I invited a group that has been working on ideas
for the abandoned Star Market building located in the area. I also called neighbors
who are not necessary part of that group but have participated in other planning
activities.
The purpose of the group interview was first to talk in general about
walkability in the area, and then to discuss my proposal, to prioritize actions and to
visualize opportunities and barriers. The interview questions are in Appendix 3. The
interview was recorded with their consent but the participants were not identified.
The materials used in the meeting were a map of 30” by 40” with the general
proposal, and images of each of the places today, and in the future.
4. Set of recommendations
Residents’ input helped me to prioritize actions in the design of an action
plan for physical interventions to encourage walkability. This action plan contains the
map of the sites to intervene and recommendations to work with the community for
the decision making process. My expectations were to create material that is useful
for the CCP in the short term.
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Limitations of the Research
There are three main limitations of the research. The first one is a seasonal
issue, as the study was developed during the spring and summer, the behaviors of
people may vary among seasons. Therefore, this proposal does not address the need
of residents during the winter that may be a little different. The second is that this
methodology was developed without the active participation of the community.
Although input from the community was taken, they weren’t asked to design the
general proposal. The main reason for that constraint was limited time. Finally, as I
developed the analysis on my own, I was not able to make a detailed study of the
current conditions of the sidewalks. My study gives an idea of the overall walking
conditions in the Gilman Square area. Further study is needed to quantify those
conditions and identify with accuracy the gaps to address a more walkable
neighborhood.
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Chapter 4: Around Gilman Square today
In this chapter I first describe the Somerville characteristics that are
connected to health and the built environment, including demographics,
transportation and the green environment. Second, using GIS mapping I describe
similar attributes in the case study area of Gilman Square to understand the built
environmental conditions that may affect walking conditions in the area. Then, I
look at the documents from the community planning process over the last two years
in order to see if different groups care about physical interventions to encourage
walkability in this particular neighborhood. Finally, I present the results of the field
work, describing the main walking conditions as well as the characteristics of the
selected places to intervene.
The City of Somerville
The City of Somerville is an urban location of 4.2 square miles that houses
75,754 people from diverse origins, composing 32,105 households of which 13,404
are families. Somerville is the densest city in New England, having 18,404.8 people
per square mile. According to Census 2010, 66.27% of people are renters. In terms
of race, 73.9% of Somerville population is white alone, 6.8% is black, and 8.7% is
Asian alone. 69% of the population is non-Hispanic white and 11.43% declared
themselves as Hispanic from any race. The average household size is 2.38 and the
median income for a household in the city increased from $46,315 in 2000, up to
$64,564 in 2009 (Well-Being Report 2011 p.19).
Somerville has 25 miles of road per square mile of land, which is the highest
ratio in the region. Additionally, Somerville is a regional commuter corridor, having
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the greatest vehicular activity per capita of all the municipalities in the state of
Massachusetts (Prange 2009). However, most of the vehicle-miles traveled through
the City—almost 90% of the total—are driven by vehicles that travel through the
City, not by Somerville residents as two main highways cross through Somerville
(Prange 2009). The first one is the I-93 in a northwest-southeast direction, and then,
McGrath Highway, crosses north-south. Both bring environmental damage such as
air pollution but also act as barriers, disconnecting some neighborhoods from the
rest of the city. In fact, the Well-Being report states that Somerville is isolated from
downtown Boston, leaving it disconnected from the main educational hubs or other
job centers that are physically not far away. The buses that currently serve the city
run mostly east-west, and just 15% of the total population is within half mile of an
MBTA train station. That number refers to Somerville residents close to the red line
station at Davis Square and also the neighbors living nearby Porter Square station; as
well as the ones around the orange line station at Sullivan Square.
To offset the traffic burdens and mitigate the pollution, the Commonwealth
of Massachusetts committed to build the MBTA Green Line extension. This line will
be built along the existing commuter rail, improving Somerville access by seven new
stations crossing the heart of the city in southeast-northwest coming from BostonCambridge to Medford. In fact, it will increase the number of residents living within
half mile of a train station up to 85%. However, the project was expected to be
constructed in 2015 but it has now been delayed until 2020.
Another consideration for health and livability in the city is related to open
spaces and the green environment. There are about 177 acres of open space in the
city, which means about 6.75% of the land area and a rate of 101.77 sq. ft. of open
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space per person. The city manages 41 parks and recreational spaces, in addition to
school playgrounds and community gardens. Somerville has eight community
gardens coordinated by the Somerville Conservation Commission and Mystic and
North Street Housing. Despite having a large amount of open space, it is not evenly
distributed, meaning that some neighborhoods do not reach the World Health
Organization’s standards of green space. In the study area of Gilman Square, there is
an estimated 60.78 sq. ft. per person while the World Health Organization standard
for a healthy living is 96.87 sq. ft. per person. The city’s Parks and Open Space
department works with an interdepartmental city team to optimize the precious open
space trying to balance varied needs and desires for recreation, restoration and
environmental health.
The consequences of these particular conditions in the built environment can
be seen in the 2011 City of Somerville Well-Being report, which gives health
indicators. Data on obesity related to physical activity and nutrition shows that
among the adults, 30% are overweight, and 19% of males and 16% of females are
obese. The report states that adults are exercising more, showing improvements in
both vigorous and moderate physical activity and they credit that to “active living by
design,” that has been an emphasis of planners to design the city in ways that
support increased physical activity (71). A City program called Shape Up
Somerville—that began as a community based research study at Tufts University
originally led by Dr. Christina Economos, professor at Friedman School of
Nutrition—has succeeded through its activities and policies that encourage children’s
physical activity and healthy food. For instance, in 2007, an overall 8.5% of children
dropped to a lower weight category—from being obese to overweight—while 5.5%
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moved in the opposite way. On the other hand, a sedentary lifestyle is very
common—for instance, among the middle and high school students, the hours spent
per day in front of computers or video games has increased from 33.4% in 2004 to
41.2% in 2010.
The City is committed to plan interventions in the built environment that
encourage physical activity. Moreover, the active living and healthy eating efforts
have driven policy changes in the city departments including Parks and Open Space,
Transportation, and Economic Development (74). In addition, the Somerville Health
Department coordinates Shape Up Somerville, a program focus on developing
policies and implementing initiatives to support healthy lifestyles for residents.
Finally, Somerville has established policies to ensure pedestrian and transit-oriented
development in city squares, and it has also increased enforcement of snow clearance
to maintain safety in the streets during the winter.
The Well-Being Report presents some data on mental health among the adult
population saying that the overall rate of depression is slightly higher in Somerville
than in other places such as Cambridge, Everett, Revere or Chelsea. The Well-Being
Report uses data from the Happiness Survey—developed by Harvard University in
2011 for the City of Somerville—that shows that residents are happier when they live
in neighborhoods where they can walk to the shops, to services, jobs and parks.
Nevertheless, the Well-Being report does not include recommendations related to
the built environment as a possible way of healing mental health problems.
Taking all of this into account, the Comprehensive Plan SomerVision 2012
states its goal to foster vital, healthy, inclusive and distinctive urban neighborhoods
in Somerville, so they can be the best possible places to live, work, play, do business,
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learn and serve (4.A.7). The document highlights four shared values: balance,
sustainability, affordability and vitality. It is interesting to note their emphasis on the
community leadership, as the report emphasizes that residents living around each of
the proposed MBTA train stations need to lead the process of planning, focusing on
land use, urban design and transportation (Comprehensive Plan SomerVision 2012,
Chapter 5).
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Gilman Square Area
The area of study—circled in Map 1—is a radius of half mile around the
proposed station of Gilman Square, 502.57 acres of land, located in the southeastern
part of Somerville. Gilman Square is, according to the Somerville Comprehensive
Plan, SomerVision 2012, part of their ‘funky squares and commercial corridors,’ to
be enhanced, by having a mix of commercial uses that are pedestrian-oriented and
largely serve nearby neighborhoods.
Map 1: City of Somerville, MA

36

As shown in Map 2, there are four different neighborhoods that compose the
immediate area: Winter Hill, Central Hill, Prospect Hill, and East Somerville. Spring
Hill in the west and Ten Hills in the north are partly included in the circle.
Map 2: Noli Map Study Area – Gilman Square, Somerville, MA

Gilman Square’s name is not easily recognized from outside the
neighborhood as a particular place. The most well-known features of the area are the
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Library, the City Hall and the High School—shown in Picture 1—that conform a
local hub and it is where the proposed station is located.
Picture 1: Gilman Square hub seen from Highland Ave. and School St.

Picture 2: Gilman Square hub seen from Medford Avenue - from the north

Looking from the north, the existing train line leaves a big extension of
Medford Avenue with no buildings—as shown in Picture 2. It is also possible to see
the wild green area in between the train line and the buildings from the local hub.
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The population at the Gilman Square area is around 18,719 people being a
24.7% approximation of the total population in Somerville 1. From those, a 14.87%
of residents are Hispanics. The distribution in terms of race is shown in Table 2,
where 10.6% designated themselves as being ‘some other race’ (which likely
represents Hispanics who do not identify with any of the Census race categories).
This number is great when compared to the 6.67% of other race in Somerville,
which enunciates a concentration of Hispanics in this area. Table 3 is consistent with
that information, as the percentage of Hispanics in the area is 14.87% of the total
population, and in Somerville, this ratio is lower, having 11.43% of people declaring
themselves as being Hispanics.
Table 2: Percentage of population in terms of race (Census 2010)
White alone
Black alone
American Indian alone
Asian alone
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander alone
Other race alone
More than one race

Somerville
73.92
6.81
0.26
8.72
0.04
6.67
3.58

Gilman Square
68.44
7.90
0.26
8.44
10.66
4.20

Table 3: Percentage of people who declared being Hispanic (Census 2010)
White
Black
American Indian
Asian
Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander
Other race
Total

Somerville
5.43
0.59
0.25
0.15
0.04
4.97
11.43

Gilman Square
6.07
0.78
0.29
0.16
0.05
7.49
14.87

The number is not accurate as I took the block groups that are entirely within the radius to calculate
demographics for this area.

1

39

The number of households is 7,940—24.73% of total Somerville households,
where the average size of households is 2.12. The percentage of renters is 62.89%.
And 45.96% of the households—3,649—are families with children that are
distributed across the different neighborhoods, as it is shown in Map 3.
Map 3: Number of households with children under 18

The area is mainly residential, except for the Gilman Station node and
Broadway that are defined as business and commercial at a local scale. Among the
residential areas, zoning promotes more density for Highland Ave, the eastern area
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of Winter Hill and East Somerville, allowing multifamily residential homes as shown
in the following Map 4.
Map 4: Zoning

Even though the area primarily serves neighborhood residents and has local
character, it seems to be predominantly for cars, and less comfortable for pedestrians
or bikers. In general the streets are wide and the sidewalks are narrow and
41

interrupted by physical barriers. There are a number of gas stations in the area that
reinforce the dominance of vehicles. As it seen in Map 5, there are eight different
buses that serve the area. The main corridors for public transportation are Broadway
(routes#89, 101, 194); Medford-Pearl Ave (#80); Highland Ave (#88); Summer St
(#85); Somerville Ave (#87) and Cross St.(#90); all of them connect Somerville with
Boston in east-west direction except from Cross St that serves East Somerville.
Map 5: Bus Routes and Stops
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As mentioned above, McGrath Highway is a barrier that affects walkability
and connections between East Somerville and the rest of the City. There are just four
possibilities for crossing from one side to another, one of them being a pedestrian
bridge at Otis St. and the other three connections are for cars and pedestrians that
do not meet pedestrians’ needs to be safe, comfortable and pleasurable. Two of
them, Broadway and Pearl St.—shown in Picture 3—at street level, and the last one
is a tunnel at Gilman St.
Picture 3: McGrath Highway and Pearl St

The radii used by CCP are the half-mile distances as the crow flies from the
proposed stations. The map below–Map 6—shows the network analysis in relation
to the Gilman Square station showing the pedestrian distance walking a half-mile at
any direction through the existing street network. In comparison to the CCP radius,
the northeastern and the southwestern areas are the less connected to the
neighborhood hub.
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Map 6: Network Analysis at the Gilman Square Area

The hills are a barrier for the area as a whole. Highland Avenue is on the top
of the hill that divides the area in two different sectors, one more linked to
Somerville Avenue, with Union Square as it center (Prospect Hill), and the other one
stays more isolated in between Highland Avenue and the McGrath Highway which is
also a barrier. This highway restricts the connection between Gilman Square and
East Somerville.
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According to the data, the study area has 26.12 acres of open space, 4.7% of
Somerville’s total parks surface, located in 16 different open spaces that are mostly
parks having public access and recreation as primary purpose—shown in Map 7. If
we consider that this area houses nearly 25% of Somerville’s population, the disparity
of open space per person is indisputable.
Map 7: Open Space and Parks at the Gilman Square Area
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Moreover, some of the open spaces, like the Quincy Street Park are not used
as parks, remaining as a grassy but otherwise vacant space. Similar conditions are at
the Somerville Playground, which is temporarily closed due to the reconstruction of
the East Somerville Community School that burned down in 2007—unfortunately
this situation will remain until September of 2013 leaving East Somerville with even
less accessible open space than what it already has. The amenities inside the different
open spaces vary greatly, as for instance eight of them include playgrounds, five of
them are or include a community gardens and one of them has dog park. Except for
Foss Park that belongs to the Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) of
the State, all other Gilman Square parks belong to the City of Somerville.
The Well-Being Report highlights how Somerville has many opportunities
for cultural and artistic expression and participation (49). The Somerville Arts
Council and other local arts organizations stimulate a local environment that fosters
creativity and artistic expression (55). In the study area, there are 22 art studios—
shown in map 3.7—that are associated to Somerville Open Studios, 30% of which
are used by groups of artists. The bigger is the Vernon Street Studio that is
composed by two buildings bringing together 101 artists; and then Mad Oysters
housing 23 artists. The community recognizes these studios as meaningful places that
they want to protect and take advantage of to enrich the neighborhood. If the
studios are open to the community, they can become third places where people can
gather, making them more livable and connected with the community. This can also
help to develop local business around those areas.
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Community Planning Process
In general the Somerville community is very active and involved in the
planning processes. There are many organizations around that are inspired by
different goals—such as affordable housing, transportation equity, green spaces for
all, and so on—who make efforts to organize in the neighborhoods to build a better
place and the CCP is a coalition that gathers some of them. In 2008, the Somerville
Community Corporation (SCC) pointed out that the proposed stations of the MBTA
Green Line extension were an opportunity to create new hubs of community activity.
They made a call to increase ‘location efficiency,’ ensuring people could walk, bike
and take public transportation to work or other destinations, and also creating a
sense of place and community value (Somerville Equitable Transit Oriented
Development Strategy 2008). Beyond physical changes, SCC argued for the
importance of initiating a community planning process involving the people who
were not currently involved in the decision making process—such as low-income
communities or groups of immigrants—and that is how the CCP emerged. Despite
their original impetus that was the projection of the MBTA Green Line extension,
the goal of ‘a better Somerville for all’ is what guides their actions regardless of the
train construction’s schedule.
CCP decided to reinforce the participatory planning process through a pilot
project at Gilman Square. Part of this pilot was the execution of a workshop in the
summer of 2011 that aimed to gather ideas for future interventions in the area, by
inquiring about community values and concerns. The results of those workshops, in
which I was personally involved, were the basis of, and the most useful community
input for this research. They gave meaningful information about residents’ values
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and needs for the area. The original goal of this community planning activity was to
obtain five to ten sites they wanted to preserve or to change. Instead, the results
pointed to broader values for their neighborhood—such as affordability of housing;
green spaces and art—and ideas of changes they would like to see. The specific sites
were mostly referred to abandoned buildings—as the Homan Building, the Piano
Factory or the Star Market that have been unoccupied for years.
Picture 4: Gilman Square
Workshops, The Paddock
Restaurant, Somerville, July
2011

The neighbors expressed the desire of increasing the number of community
gathering spaces, community gardens, trees along the sidewalks and bike-paths and
also to enhance the artists’ work in the public space. They recognize that art is an
important resource and they agreed in the fact that is necessary to take advantage of
it as part of their identity. However, they didn’t attach those ideas to specific places,
except for the Winter Hill Playground which I included in my proposal. Although
they did not mention walking conditions, they recognized the need for more trees to
have more pleasurable sidewalks and were interested in the completion of the
community path and the improvement of Medford Bridge.
With the community input taken directly from these workshops, and after
studying three different documents, the CCP Report 2010, the Somerville Well Being
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Report 2011, and the Comprehensive Plan for the City of Somerville SomerVision
2012, I confirmed that encouraging walkability through interventions in the public
space is highly recommended and supported by different entities.
Given that community members want to improve walking conditions, these
are my four main conclusions about how to make this happen in Gilman Square.
The first one is that encouraging walking—as well as biking—is an important task
that the City is committed to. There are many possible strategies to increase
connections, improve safety, comfort and pleasure, and the documents—especially
the SomerVision 2012—offer concrete ideas. However, it is important to locate
specific streets in need of improvement, and plan a strategy to improve the network
of streets and sidewalks achieving a walkable system. This allows the City to
prioritize and allocate resources towards certain changes.
The second one is the need to increase and to improve the quality of green
open spaces. In this case the challenge is to improve what already exists, and to
connect green spaces conceiving an overall system where each open space
complement to each other, tailoring playgrounds or open spaces to specific groups
instead of ‘one size fits all’ interventions.
The third point is about the importance of incorporating art in the built
environment. All the sources I reviewed agreed on the artistic potential that
Somerville has, and the urgency of expressing that character and taking advantage of
that resource. The Gilman Square neighborhood has at least three important
locations of art studios, which together constitute an important resource for making
better places. Using art can make walking a more pleasurable activity around the area
and the studios can also become third places.
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Finally, there is a need to create a network of interesting destinations to
encourage walkability in Somerville. Sidewalks are important, but to have places to
walk to is critical. These can be existing public spaces that become more interesting
through more amenities and a certain level of programming and also local businesses
and places such as artists studios that can be third places for the residents. A strategy
that includes all of that will make more interesting and attractive neighborhoods and
encourage residents to get around on foot making it more livable. The more
interesting the places are, the more people will go outside to walk for recreation
augmenting possibilities to strengthen community social ties.
Physical Assessment at Gilman Square
By walking around Gilman Square, I observed the use of the space and the
general behaviors of people, noting also the presence of urban design features and
level of maintenance. To analyze the area, I first walked around to observe
conditions of streetscape in terms of accessibility, safety, comfort and pleasurability.
Then I focused my attention on specific public spaces to choose the ones I
considered to be potential interesting destinations that would have the capacity to
articulate a network of public spaces. I analyzed each of the chosen sites under the
placemaking methodology, looking at access and linkage; sociability; uses and
activities; and comfort and image.
Conditions of the Streetscape
•

Accessibility and Hierarchy
In terms of accessibility, the neighborhoods that comprise the Gilman Square

area have streets with sidewalks that make it possible to walk. However, in some
streets, sidewalks are just on one side of the street, which hinders the flow of
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pedestrians, as it is not possible to continue on the same side of the street. The main
hill has its highest point on Highland Avenue, creating a barrier to walk up the hill,
which may deter some people from walking. This also makes the overall area difficult
to understand, as the hill divides the neighborhood into smaller clusters. Those
clusters have the advantage of making a walking tour of the neighborhood an
adventure where you can find areas with different characteristics.
The main connections of the neighborhood are in east-west direction—
Highland Avenue, Medford Street and Broadway. However, there is no hierarchy of
the streets and sidewalks. The width and features of the sidewalks are mostly the
same throughout the neighborhood. In addition, the three connectors north-south—
Central Street, School Street and Walnut Street—also lack hierarchy. In general all of
them privilege cars, making the sidewalks merely utilitarian and not pleasurable.
•

Safety
The streets are often empty. There is some pedestrian traffic but in general
walkers are present in small numbers. Even though
it is a dense area, there are not many ‘eyes upon the
streets’ that can increase the perception of safety.
Most of the areas are residential and local businesses
are in specific corners of the main corridors. It is
not easy to encounter people or to feel there are
places to be safe. There is no street lighting for

Picture 5: Medford Bridge
sidewalk conditions

pedestrians which makes it more difficult to feel
safe at night. The crosswalks are not well

maintained—see Picture 5 for a representative example. Finally, as many of the
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streets are short, connecting one or two blocks, long distance visibility is limited,
which affects safety as it inhibits legibility of the network. This means that a walker
could be easily disoriented.
•

Comfort
In terms of comfort the area has two main problems. The first one is related

to the width of sidewalks, as most of
them are very narrow, which prevents
a relaxing and comfortable walk. As it
is shown in Picture 6, elements such
as roots of trees in the streets, or not
well-maintained bushes mean that no
more than two people would fit on
the sidewalk at the same time.

Picture 6: narrow sidewalks interrupting pedestrian
traffic

The second problem is the number of features at the corners, making even
harder to have a fluid journey. Corners that
should be places for encountering others or
waiting to cross safely, are the most cluttered
spaces leaving people outside of it—as it seen in
Picture 7.

Picture 7: Image of ‘clutter’ in
the corner at the corners
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•

Pleasurability
The area has some elements that can make a walking tour attractive. Many of

the buildings are beautiful and give the area its own identity showing its history.

Picture 8: Frontyards details in Central Hill

There are neighborhoods as Central Hill and Spring Hill that have attractive
and decorated front yards. Religious images and other figures—as shown in Picture
8—can make a journey fun and very pleasurable.
Occasionally, it is also possible to find celebrations in the streets, like block
parties where neighbors use the street
for recreation, inviting others to
participate. This makes for a very
livable street for a while—as shown
in Picture 9.
Picture 9: Party in the street in Central Hill
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However, the situation in Winter Hill is somehow different. After lots of
hours spent around the area, I confirmed that it has little by way of pedestrian traffic
or groups and almost no celebrations. Despite the beauty of some of the buildings,
walking in this neighborhood is not pleasurable. It has many streets with no shade as
there is total absence of trees over entire blocks. This situation becomes more critical
towards East Somerville as McGrath Highway increases this perception of isolated
spaces that are not pleasurable to walk
in. In addition, the great amount of
gas stations and parking lots in the
main cross streets reduce
opportunities to have pleasurable
features for pedestrians.

Picture 10: Osgood Park

What is interesting is how parks reflect what happens in the streets—or viceversa. Many of the parks, that are mostly playgrounds, remain with low traffic of
adults, children, or young people. Seniors are mostly absent in the parks. Typically, a
park would have only one child and one adult—as shown in picture 10—when I
visited.
Conclusions
After three months of making site visits to experience the area I conclude
four main points. First, the study area defined by the half mile radius from the
proposed station, is composed by very different neighborhoods. They may have
different kinds of needs, and not all of them may have the need to connect to the
Gilman Square hub—for instance Prospect Hill neighborhood is closer to and better
integrated with Union Square.
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Second, there is no hierarchy of streets that could guide the walker on a
preferable path. As a pedestrian, it is difficult to distinguish which streets are the best
connectors if you are not familiar with the neighborhood. This is highlighted by the
fact that most of the streetscapes have narrow sidewalks and wider streets no matter
whether or not is a residential street or a major collector.
Third, the neighborhood sidewalks and public spaces have problems of
accessibility, safety, comfort and pleasurability. There is a general absence of
coordinated urban design features that enrich the experience of walking and the
perception of the whole area as an attractive unit.
Finally, Gilman Square lacks attractive destinations. The Winter Hill
neighborhood has open spaces but most of them have no people for much of the
day, therefore there is not much interaction among neighborhoods. These open
spaces and other features such as the art studio buildings, have the potential of
transforming spaces into places with different activities that would help attract
residents.
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Chapter 5: Proposal for a Walkable Gilman Square
In this chapter I describe my proposal for physical interventions in the
Gilman Square area with the aim of starting a discussion among community
members about how to transform the area into a nicer and more walkable
neighborhood. The goal of the proposal is to help the community in building an
agenda for interventions in public spaces that will encourage walkability, and its value
is not on the specific design for each place. A smaller area also allows creating a
network of places that are close to each other. My proposal focused on the northern
section of the existing train line in the study area, as it may need more internal
connections. The proposal is based on two complementary strategies:
•

Physical interventions for the improvement of the street network

•

Creation of destinations

To explain the proposal, I first show the map of the proposed network of
public spaces, and then I include the major analysis of each site today, with an image
of how the place could look for pedestrians, as well as the major ideas for
interventions. Fist of all, the map below—Map 8—shows the proposal of the overall
intervention.
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Map 8: Proposal
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The orange dots and lines show the corridors to intervene: School Street and
Medford Avenue starting at the bridge, and also the tunnel at Gilman. Then, the
numbered yellow lots are the destinations to enhance this network of public spaces:
1. Vernon Studios + Hoyt Sullivan Playground
2. Winter Hill Playground
3. Vacant lot at Broadway and Landmaid Street
4. Marshall Playground
5. Otis Playground + East Somerville lot

1. Physical interventions for the improvement of the street network
There is a need to build a strategy for the streets hierarchy. The community
has first to decide what priority they want to give to cars to advocate with the
authorities. North-south streets need to improve conditions for pedestrians and
prioritize their space if that is the choice. Improving bridges and tunnels is also a
need in the area that has some barriers as McGrath Highway or gaps as the train line
that crosses the area in east-west direction.
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STREET

1

School Street

This is one of the 3 north-south corridors - with Central Street and Walnut Street connecting the neighborhood from Somerville Avenue to Broadway.
It is a two-way street leaving too much space for cars and narrow sidewalks.
Sidewalks are not shaded neither well-lit. Crosswalks are offset from the walking
route. There is potential to have a furnishing zone to provide a pleasurable walk.
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Connection 1: School St.
The criteria for choosing the sites were the need for improving north-south
walking conditions, and possible public transportation in the future. School Street
can be the first one to enhance, before Walnut Street and Central Street.
My proposal starts by transforming the street into a one-way so it is possible
to eliminate one line of cars. That would allow the sidewalks to be widened and to
incorporate a bike-lane. By widening sidewalks it is
possible to have an appropriate throughway zone—
see Figure 3—and also to include a furnishing zone
to fit trees, benches and good pedestrian lights. The
inclusion of an extension zone allows shortened
crosswalks, enhancing the space for pedestrians.
Figure 3: Proposal of a sidewalk for pedestrians (Tumlin 2012)

In addition to the streetscape adaptation, it would be necessary to:
•

Include crosswalks in all the corners

•

Include lights for pedestrians to improve safety at nights

•

Include landscape to contribute in greening the environment
Plant trees to provide a shady sidewalk
Include planters that can also be places where to sit

•

Put benches every other block to provide places to stop.
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Image connection 1: School Street today

Proposal connection 1: School Street in the future
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STREET

2

Medford Bridge

The community wants to improve this place.
It is unsafe as there are no protections from cars and it is not well-lit.
The hill is a barrier to walk. It is not pleasurable, the sidewalks are in bad condition,
and there is an absence of any green elements.
The protections from the train line are ugly fences and grey walls.
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Connection 2: Medford bridge
The second intervention site is the Medford bridge, as it constitutes a barrier for
pedestrians. The criterion for its selection was that the community and also the
Somerville Comprehensive Plan named it as a priority to make improvements.
Medford Street is one of the main streets with local business, and has potential to
accommodate third places, therefore to consolidate this corridor, the Medford bridge
needs to be safe and attractive for pedestrians.
The proposal to make changes is based on:
•

Separate sidewalks from the street to protect pedestrians from car

•

Repave the sidewalks to improve conditions and make it more
pleasurable

•

Include lights for pedestrians to improve safety at nights

•

Use landscape to improve shade and provide a greener environment

•

Use art to give a character and to make it more beautiful
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Image connection 2: Medford bridge today

Proposal connection 2: Medford bridge in the future
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STREET

3

Gilman Tunnel

This is one of the three pedestrian
connections to East Somerville.
Although there is pedestrian traffic, the conditions
of the tunnel are unsafe and uncomfortable.
It has no light, and the ‘sidewalks’ and the overall
tunnel are in bad condition and in need of maintenance.
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Connection 3: Gilman Tunnel
The third site of intervention is the Gilman tunnel. The criteria for its
selection were the bad conditions observed in the field observation and the benefits
that can give to East Somerville community. Gilman St. connects East Somerville to
the neighborhood hub where the proposed station would be located.
The proposal to make changes is based on:
•

Include lights inside the tunnel to improve safety

•

Repave to make it safer and more comfortable

•

Use art in the walls and pillars to bring pleasure to pedestrians.
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Image connection 3: Gilman tunnel today

Proposal connection 3: Gilman tunnel in the future
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2. Creation of destinations
In addition to the streetscape improvement, I designed a strategy to create a
livable network of attractive destinations serving the different publics that coexist
within the community. This is achieved by creating places having different amenities
and character, but that are part of a coordinated system. My strategy was inspired by
the placemaking method, so I chose sites that can become community gathering
places, and that are closer one to each other. The improvement of all of them would
generate an impact on the neighborhood as a whole, bringing more people to the
streets, walking to different places, achieving a more livable environment.
The selection is a combination of first, places that the neighbors have
mentioned in the planning process—as the Winter Hill Playground, and the Vernon
Art Studio building mentioned in the workshops, or the Langmaid Street lot
mentioned at a community event. Then, there are other places that I propose to
intervene, because of its potential—as Otis playground East—or because of their
current state with no people making use of them—as Marshall playground.
Before building an image of how these places could look, I analyzed each of
them using the questions of the placemaking diagram—shown in the methodology.
For each of the places I summarized my observations that are a result of observation
in the field at different times and days, where I stayed in those sites for at least 30
minutes each time. I built a table, with the scores I assigned for each site—that
represents my own appreciation of the place—to have a review of the current
characteristics of each of them (see Appendix 4). The following pages show the
description of each place.
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DESTINATION

1

Vernon Sudios & Hoyt Sullivan Playground

Access &
Linkages

Accessible

Central St. is a connector north-south
Half way between Highland Ave. and
Medford St.

Walkable

No crosswalks, long distances in
absence of activity

Connected Isolated places, no connections in
between them or what is closer
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Comfort &
Image
Safe

No, people, no ‘eyes on the streets’

Attractive

Historic building, but blank walls, no
pedestrian-lit, no benches. Narrow
sidewalks and not well-mantained

Green-ness No trees in the sidewalks, mostly
impervious surface

Presence of
children and
senior

Not often, 1 child and 1 adult at
a time
No seniors

Presence of
groups

Young people at the table

Evening Use

Teenagers during weekends’
evening

Sociability
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1

Vernon Sudios & Hoyt Sullivan Playground

Amenities

Playground: 1 table - playground
zone - benches to the street but
no benches for interaction

Local business
properties

Art studios are closed to the
public

Celebration &
Vitality

Open Studios happens once a
year

Uses &
Activities
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DESTINATION

2

Winter Hill Playground

Comfort &
Image
Safe

No, people, no ‘eyes on the
streets’

Attractive

No shady areas, 75% of basketball courts, very dry

Green-ness

No trees in the playground,
mostly
impervious surface
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Amenities

No variety, 4 basketball courts
Playground: no benches for interaction, no tables, no trash cans

Local
business
properties

NO.
Except from the School and City
Hall, only residential activity

Celebration
& Vitality

Weekdays, the courts are occupied
by the kids

Uses &
Activities
Access &
Linkages
Accessible

Local street center in Winter Hill

Walkable

Sidewalks and well painted crosswalks

Connected

Same block with Elementary
School, close to City Hall Annex

Presence of
children and
senior

Kids from school

Presence of
groups

2 or 3 playing basketball

Evening Use

Teenagers during weekends’
evening

Sociability
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DESTINATION

Presence of children and senior

3

Langmaid St. Lot

NO

Presence of groups Random
Evening Use

Teenagers during weekends’
evening

Amenities

Vacant lot

Local business
properties

Yes in Broadway

Celebration &
Vitality

Vacant lot

Uses &
Sociability Activities
Access & Comfort &
Linkages Image
Accessible

To Winter Hill and Ten Hill Broadway Ave

Safe

No people in the streets
no lights

Walkable

Sidewalks

Attractive

Vacant lot

Connected

Best location for public
transit

Green-ness

Not impervious and presence
of trees
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4

Marshall Playground

Amenities

Playground and benches to
streets

Local business
properties

No

Celebration &
Vitality

Mostly empty

Uses &
Activities
Access &
Linkages
Accessible

Center point of Winter Hill

Walkable

Sidewalks

Connected

Half way from GS station and
Star Market
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Comfort &
Image

DESTINATION

Presence of
children and senior

No

Presence of groups

No

Evening Use

No

Safe

No, people in the site, no lights

Attractive

All fence and hidden

Green-ness

Not impervious surfaces and
presence of trees

Sociability
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5

Otis Playground and Bridge to East Somerville

Access &
Linkages
Accessible

Boundary position - McGrath
Highway

Walkable

Yes

Connected

Pedestrian bridge to East
Somerville
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Comfort &
Image

DESTINATION

Presence of
children and
senior

Kids with families Kids and
from East Somerville School

Presence of
groups

Among neighbors or teenagers that come to hang out

Evening Use

Teenagers during weekends’
evening

Safe

Isolated in the evenings

Attractive

No mantainance, noisy (highway)

Green-ness

Shade of trees

Sociability
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5

Otis Playground and Bridge to East Somerville

Amenities

Playground: 2 table - isolated
benches
Presence of vacant space in
the East Somerville side

Local business
properties

Residential
Autobody does not serve the
community

Celebration &
Vitality

Uses &
Activities
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The following step of my proposal was to create an image of what each of
the places could look like. The objective of creating the images was to envision
changes that may encourage walkability through the creation of attractive
destinations and improving the quality of some streets. The placemaking approach is
not about designing the specific features, but helping the community decide what
kind of activities they would like to see there. The images were discussed with a small
focus group to make the people talk about walking conditions and destinations
within the neighborhood. The following pages show the images of the sites with the
vision of possible changes and a brief description of changes that can fit under the
‘lighter, cheaper, quicker’ strategy, tactical urbanism or some changes that may be
longer-term projects.

Site 1: Vernon Studios + Hoyt Sullivan Playground
Vernon Art Studios and the playground beside it have the advantage of being
a recognized historic building with lot of activity inside, the challenge though, is to
turn that activity outside. In addition, it is necessary to understand the whole place as
one unique area. The park can be more than a playground, a place for young people,
having more tables and furniture that create gathering places and complement the
activities inside the building. The activities in the area—especially those created by
the artists—could support activities such as food carts making the area a community
center, to go to have lunch, to enjoy the art, and to encounter others.
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Lighter, cheaper, quicker
•

Art over the bridge

•

Lights for pedestrians

•

Landscape including trees and planters

•

Opening windows of the building to show activity inside

Tactical Urbanism
•

Activity with artists—for instance close the street for one day to start giving
an identity to this place

Long term changes
In a second stage for the transformations, the artists need to take ownership
of the area so neighbors will be allowed to enjoy the resources they have in it. Little
interventions like transforming the ‘blank walls’ of the edges into open windows, that
provide light at night, shade during the day, and somehow show what happens inside
will make it more attractive.
•

Repave the sidewalks and streets in this area to connect both sides

•

Reorganize the building to open more entrances
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Image Site 1: Vernon Art Studio Building today

Proposal Site 1: Vernon artist hub in the future
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Site 2: Winter Hill Playground
This park has almost a one-dimensional use, as most of the surface is occupied by
four basketball courts that could allow temporary uses. The goal is to attract different
kinds of public to the place, and to make it greener.
Lighter, cheaper, quicker
•

Plant trees inside to have shade

•

Install lights inside

•

Benches that allow interaction and tables for gathering

Tactical Urbanism
•

Re-think one of the basketball courts or re-use it, an activity to give different
use for one day, that can include the community

•

Ex-change pavement for grass or a community garden

Long term changes
•

Repave the entrance form the street to make it more attractive and
connected with the other places.

Image Site 2: Winter Hill Playground today

Proposal Site 2: Winter Hill Community Park
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Site 3: Landmaid Street vacant lot
This site has an excellent location over Broadway. Making it attractive to people will
also help the local economy and motivate the creation of third places on Broadway.
Lighter, cheaper, quicker
•

Include landscape, trees for the shade and other features.

•

Install lights for pedestrians

•

Leave place for public art

•

Include benches and tables to eat at

Tactical Urbanism
•

A different activity in this place for a period of time that includes food, and
games could help to take the place and change its character, and give clues of
some king of long-term investments.

Long term
•

Work with the community what could be a particular amenity in the place,
such as a dog park, or a court for any game.

84

Image Site 3: Vacant Lot at Landmaid Street and Broadway today

Proposal Site 3: Landmaid Park in the future
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Site 4: Marshall Playground
This place is normally empty having no activities other than the playground where
normally kids do not play. The involvement of people in the process of
transformation is critical to ensure changes that attract people.
Tactical Urbanism
•

Activity with the artists of the art studio building located in Marshall Street—
Mad Oysters building.

Long term
•

Repave the streets to enlarge the park—as it is a residential street.

Image Site 4: Marshall Playground today

Proposal Site 4: Marshall Playground in the future
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Site 5: Otis Playground + East Somerville parking lot
Otis playground located west of the McGrath Highway is a more livable park
than the median in the area. It is a potentially attractive connection to East
Somerville through the pedestrian bridge. The goal is to improve the connection by
interventions on the bridge, but also by offering new services to the community. The
bridge does not help to make the area pleasurable, as it is a bridge of cement with
protections for the highway and with no colors or any elements that can make it
nicer. The eastern part of the bridge has wild greenness and a parking lot that
belongs to the surrounding business, however, the parking lot remains empty during
the weekends as it is private.
Lighter, cheaper, quicker
•

Art in the bridge

•

Include lights for pedestrians to make the place safer

In the case of the parking lot, the activity is not under a lighter, cheaper,
quicker strategy or tactical urbanism. The need here is to organize a strategy to
negotiate with the owner of the business to allow using the space during the
weekends for a temporary market.
In the case of the proposed community garden, tactical urbanism could
work, in terms of making the people transform this small spot into a community
garden.
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Image Site 5.1: Parking lot of the business today

Proposal Site 5.1: Saturday farmers market in the future
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Image Site 5.2: Wild and unused green space today

Proposal Site 5.2: Community garden in the future
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Focus Group Results
Of 15 people invited to the group interview, just three of them made it: a
man and woman, both roughly in their late 20s and woman about in her 60s. The
three of them walk to get groceries, for recreation and to do errands. Two walk to
work, while the woman drives her car to work. None of them normally use public
transit.
They all brought up north-south streets as the ones that need improvements
the most, agreeing that School Street is one of the greatest problems to be addressed.
Central Street and Walnut Street were also mentioned. They referred to the need for
enhancing the sidewalks—especially in between Medford Street and Broadway, as it
gets narrow. Widening the streets and allowing parking just at one side, would make
possible to include bike-lanes. They also complained about the absence of trash cans,
which make streets dirtier, but they also realized that solely the presence of trash
cans does not ensure the use of them. The young woman mentioned the unevenness
of the sidewalks as a dangerous barrier to walk. They were all curious about the
City’s plans to repave and maintain, as ‘apparently’ they are committed to fix the
streets. They touched upon the lack of public transit in north-south direction, which
is also the one that has the steepest slope because of the hill. There is elderly housing
and those residents need to take a cab if they want to go to Somerville Avenue to
buy groceries at Market Basket. The other choice is the Stop & Shop over the
McGrath Highway, which is also dangerous as the crosswalks are not safe for
pedestrians.
In general public safety was considered a big issue. Focus group participants
also wanted more trashcans in the area. The participants noticed that not all spaces
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have the same amenities, and they felt it was important to find out what the
community wants, and they were aware that inserting green spaces is not enough.
One of the participants brought up the ‘cool’ artistic display of art in the frontyards.
She suggested that the city could have an index so people would be able to walk
around to see the interesting yards. The woman mentioned how City Hill used to
have movies in the park.
In terms of destinations, the women mentioned the Public Library in
Highland Avenue, and the man pointed out the Winter Hill basketball courts. He
said that the Winter Hill Playground has the problem of being one-dimensional in
terms of having four different basketball courts but no other attractions. Apparently
the courts are not permanently used and more green space is needed. They all agreed
in that ‘there is a lot of cement,’ advocating for the inclusion of a community garden.
The Landmaid vacant lot called the attention of the group. They talked about
the local businesses around and the need to have more places where people can buy
food and then stay in the area eating. The woman said that in the past the lot has
accommodated community yard sales on Saturday. Still, she was worried about
parking lot as the space is sometimes used for that, and as she has a car she is aware
of the need of parking in some areas.
They all agreed in that Foss Park is another place that needs physical
improvements. There are no benches, no trashcans, and it is not safe at night.
Another problem is the lack of lights. They would like a nice space for summer
nights, where children can play and adults can sit.
We didn’t talked in depth about Vernon Art Studio but they agreed in that it
was a potential interesting destination. Then, when talking about Otis Park, they
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remarked the problem of open space that exists in East Somerville because of the
burned school, which left children without space to play. Taking advantage of the
connection to Otis made sense for them.
The conversation with this group of three people was useful to discuss my
proposal with a group of neighbors and also to adjust my recommendations for
CCP. As I stated at the beginning of the process, the value of my proposal with the
images for each place, is not in the concrete design of each. My goal is to motivate a
conversation about walkability and about how to increase livability improving the
existing public spaces. This discussion gave me new information that only locals
know—such as the problem of public transit associates to walkability for the elderly.
I also confirmed how a visualization of places being different as they are, can
contribute in a participatory planning process by encouraging people to recreate their
physical context. Images can be a powerful tool for CCP to attract people with ideas
that can lead this agenda for physical improvements in the public space.
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Chapter 6: Recommendations for the CCP
The following chapter contains a set of recommendations for the CCP. With
these recommendations I intend to contribute in the participatory planning process
led by CCP with the goal of building a better Somerville for all. The physical
interventions in the Gilman Square area proposed in the previous chapter are useful
only if they are shared with the community and adapted to their needs. The
following recommendations complement that proposal, offering guidance on how to
work with the neighbors in the area.
First of all, I want to underscore how critical it is to build an agenda for
interventions in public space if the community wants to improve the current
conditions of its public spaces. The example of the abandoned Star Market site—
where a group of neighbors is already organized and have an action plan to change
the conditions of that lot—illustrates how, by having a common vision, we can
create an action plan and think of incremental actions that will drive significant
changes.
I recommend organizing the agenda under the overarching goal of
encouraging walkability. Walkability can be an inclusive means for improving the
built environment, as everybody is a pedestrian at some point. I would suggest
though having two types of conversations, first, about the conditions of the
streetscape, and then about possible destinations that can enrich the area and
increase willingness to walk within the neighborhood.
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Strategy for streets
The area needs a hierarchy of the streets to help people identify the main
corridors. Having an intentional hierarchy would help to clarify the role of different
streets and give them character. An initial conversation has to define the role and
importance of cars in the area. That will help to build a strategy of transforming
some streets into one-way streets, to widen sidewalks and also to accommodate
possible public transportation routes. An appropriate public transportation system
will also contribute to walkability by encouraging people to walk to take the bus—
instead of taking a cab if there is nowhere to take public transit. Finally, a serious
reconsideration of space devoted to cars can also help to redefine the location and
number of gas stations present in the area.
One of my recommendations is to enhance the character of Medford Street
as a commercial area that serves the community at a local scale. In the case of
Medford Street there are some local businesses and other services but more activities
could be located there, increasing the density of destinations—that could be possible
third places—nurturing the community’s lives and consolidating this main street. In
addition, the north-south streets that connect the area need improvements to make
them safer, more comfortable and more pleasurable for pedestrians. Widening the
sidewalks can be very effective to make improvements. Wider sidewalks allow a
throughway zone for pedestrians and a furnishing zone to fit lights and different
features that make the path more comfortable. Benches can be very effective, in the
steepest parts of the sidewalks allowing pedestrians, especially elderly people, to take
a rest diminishing the effect of the barrier created by the hills. Although the strategy
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focuses on School Street, Walnut Street and Central Street have to be considered as
well.
Along with enhancing the character of the streets, there is a need to work on
some of the bridges and tunnels. The train line that crosses the neighborhood as well
as the McGrath Highway are barriers that interrupt the flow of people from one area
to another, but some minor interventions can help to overcome the situation or to
diminish the effects. There are many efforts focusing on the McGrath Highway
trying to diminish its negative impact on the community, but many of them are longterm projects. My recommendation is to take the existing bridges and tunnel, and use
simple elements such as art and landscaping to make them attractive ways to walk by.
In particular the improvement and beautification of the pedestrian bridge by Otis
playground, and the tunnel in Gilman Square could help to weaken the perceived
barrier of McGrath Highway. Improvement of the connections with East Somerville,
would increase accessibility to the rest of the City, bringing many benefits to the
East Somerville community.
Finally, as part of the strategy of improving the local minor streets, a plan for
greening the sidewalks is necessary. There are many blocks that have no trees, which
makes the journey very unpleasant, especially in the summer. Moreover, there is a
general need for reducing impervious surfaces giving a softer landscape and planting
trees contribute to that. In this case, the involvement of the community can be very
effective to make it happen sooner rather than later. Neighbors need to prioritize
areas—or blocks—and they can also be involved in the execution, as it has been
demonstrated in tactical urbanism initiatives
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Placemaking strategy
The placemaking strategy to transform potential places into interesting and
attractive destinations can be very useful to define the activities that could happen
and to involve different groups of interests and stakeholders. Even though the
Gilman Square area is composed of more than five neighborhoods, a placemaking
process can be more effective when developing in a specific area—as for instance
the Winter Hill neighborhood, including just the immediate areas. I chose Winter
Hill, in the northern section of the radius defined by CCP. The definition of a
smaller area helps to focus and to successfully work on a manageable scale. It also
helps as the people who participate in the process share and belong to a common
place, making it easier for them to negotiate among themselves as well as with the
City or other groups and stakeholders.
Placemaking would help to create different types of amenities depending on
the communities’ desires, and the more diverse the participants—in terms of age,
income or race—the greater the variety of ideas that would likely be proposed. This
variety is what can help in creating the network of connected public spaces that have
different objectives, complementing one to another, instead of standardized
responses to all places.
Besides the placemaking process in different parks and sites that are
meaningful to the community, there is also a need to work on a proposal for Foss
Park. This park is owned by the State, so it may need a different strategy than the
ones for City owned parks. Foss Park is a huge green area, and it already gathers a
significant portion of the community, especially the immigrants that practice sports
there. However, it can be much more inclusive to different groups by making some
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interventions that improve the quality of the space and that allow new activities to
happen. This park is one of the greatest areas of public space in the City of
Somerville, having the possibility to attract more than the immediate neighbors. By
attracting a broader group of people, can also help to develop the local business
district around Broadway Avenue and can benefit the local economy.
Ideas for Community Participation
Creating a group “for a walkable neighborhood” would be the initial way to
go on with the proposal as CCP needs someone to lead the process. The members of
that group have to be diverse, having neighbors of different origins, age and interest.
It would be interesting to have people with different motivations, such as increasing
community gardens, improving spaces for children, making more pleasurable
sidewalks, and so on. That would ensure that the discussion includes a wide variety
of interests. Besides the variety of residents, it is critical to include representative
from the artists’ community, and also from the local businesses as both are powerful
assets, therefore they will be part of the resources to work with. I recommend that
members of the CCP advisory team—which is a group of active CCP members
composed by community leaders and staff from the organizations—are also included
in the group to ensure an appropriate coordination with the overall planning process.
If art studio leaders are part of the planning group, they can contribute in the
plan but also ensure a strong link with the broader community of artists. Working
with artists allows the development a strategy for bringing art outdoors and mixing
public art with landscapes in the streets. In addition, working with local businesses
from the area is also important to attend the community’s need of improving and
increasing choices of goods and services. Local businesses are the main resource to
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create third places and including the existent businessmen can encourage new
businesses coming from the community.
Once the group is created, they can start working on both strategies in
parallel, the streetscape improvement and the placemaking process. For the streets
strategy, an analysis of the streetscape is necessary to ensure the conversation with
the City contains accurate data. For the placemaking process, tactical urbanism
events are highly recommended to engage residents in the process of rapid changes.
Those events can prepare the way to ensuring active participation in the placemaking
process, making the people aware of what is going on.
Finally, I would like to say to the CCP that this proposal and
recommendations are part of an initial strategy that can be replicated in other areas.
It is important to take into account the character of the area in terms of scale—
whether it is used by the neighbors at a local level, or if it has a broader approach—
and the main assets that the place can offer to be enhanced—as the artists
community in this case. There is an increasing interest of the City of Somerville to
retrofit the public spaces and create community-gathering places, creating an
opportunity for the community to take advantage of. The relationship with the City
is critical to accomplish any of these goals, as we are talking about public space,
which is under their management. That means the City has the authority but also
resources for most of the proposed changes that may arise from the community
process. Taking Gilman Square area as a pilot for the participatory planning
process—that was the original intention of the 2011 workshops—can be an
attractive plan for the City to make the physical interventions they want to do to
increase livability in their neighborhoods.
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Chapter 7: Conclusion and Final Reflection
Encouraging walkability is a good strategy to increase the livability of a
neighborhood and improve the residents’ lifestyle. Walking is an activity performed
by most of the people that can be the basis of an inclusive strategy of physical
improvements helping to reduce urban inequalities. The themes in this thesis show
how this strategy can help to make physical improvements in the streetscape—that
can eventually shift a neighborhood from being car-oriented to pedestrian-oriented;
and also how it can foster changes in public spaces creating more attractive
destinations. Beyond these two specific actions, increasing walkability can help the
local economy by generating a demand for local businesses that will make those
places more livable.
Creating attractive destinations is not only about good design; responding to
people’s desires is critical to ensure successful public spaces. Moreover, the key for
success is not in the design, but in the activities and the interaction that the places
allow. Standarized responses—such as having parks with the same type of amenities
or playgrounds—do not promote interaction of diverse publics. While engaged in
this process I realized the advantages of creating a network of complementary
destinations to reach most of the community, promoting the interaction among
neighbors. This network of places will ensure a livable neighborhood where people
make use of their neighborhood, and where they feel safe and connected to others.
I firmly believe that the community is the expert and needs to lead the
planning process for physical improvements. My intention with this proposal was to
initiate a conversation about concrete, possible changes that will encourage them to
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consider their desires and needs. An urban planner, an architect, a designer or any
expert in the field cannot define the best solution to create attractive destinations in a
local community. As experts in planning or urban design, we can facilitate a
community process, giving as much of information and data—such as maps and
statistics—to complement local knowledge. However, the community is the one who
needs to define the master plan that, later on planners can help designing to ensure
an appropriate product. Moreover, to hear and to include the vision of a large and
representative group in the community is part of our duty. This inclusion is what will
make a project of physical interventions attractive and successful.
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Appendices

Social ties

Transportation

Public Space

Affordability

Land Use

Jobs

Appendix 1: 11 Core Principles of Community Corridor Planning
Principle

Definition

More Local Jobs

We want a fixed percentage of respectable jobs of all types with good wages
and benefits for Somerville residents, from construction to permanent.
We want locally owned, culturally diverse, clean businesses in commercial
areas with employees who live in Somerville.
We want to see the creation of squares as destinations, with careful
attention to mixed use of commercial/residential, reuse of buildings, and
economic development to increase the tax base.

Keep and Add Local
Businesses
Increase
Commercial and
Economic
Development
Maintain Our
Diversity
Keep Somerville
Affordable

Improve the Green
Environment
Encourage Walking
and Biking
Create Community
Gathering Spaces
Improve Access
Connecting Buses
and Trains

Community
Involvement

Preserve and encourage economic and ethnic diversity of residents and
businesses.
We want to make sure people of all economic means have the ability to
afford housing and living costs, so that Somerville residents, such as child
care workers, cab drivers, local business employees and others can stay
here affordably.
We want a safe, environmentally friendly neighborhood with more green
space, trees, and gardens; reduction of noise; avoidance of light pollution;
and prevention of toxic chemicals in the air.
We want to encourage walking and cycling, through safe, bike/pedestrian
friendly design of streets and paths around and between stations.
We want both indoor and outdoor safe, public gathering spaces for
community members.
We want above standard, safe access to and between stations for people
with disabilities, strollers, and pedestrians in general
We want to ensure inter-modal access between neighborhoods and
stations, for new train service to be adequate and speedy, and for existing
bus lines to continue to serve areas not connected by train.
We want to make sure residents are included on an ongoing basis in the
planning, design, and zoning changes to the stations and areas around
them. Youth, artists, and others should help design stations, with attention
to amenities. We need an easy and clear process for residents to address
problems as they come up, with ways of immediately resolving unseen
impacts.
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Appendix 2: Results of summer workshops in the Gilman Square Area*
Values
Affordable and mixed
Housing (14)
No eminent domain (2)
Greenspace (8)
Open Playgrounds (3)

Public Art (5)
Local Business – family
oriented
Job Opportunities
Diversity (4)
Community
Involvement (2)

Parking (3)
Not abandoned
Buildings

Keep
Mix of housing, sizes,
affordable, diverse (6)
Elderly housing
Wild space behind City
Hall (7)

Artist spaces (3)
ABJ (auto mechanic)
Plumbing, small local
business

YMCA (4)
Schools open 24:7 for
programs
ES Community School (3)

Star Market as a market
Emporium (5)

Add

Change

Bike paths (6)

Winter Hill
Playground
Medford St Bridge

Trees (3)
Community gardens
Graffiti Wall at the T
Restaurants, cafes, ice
cream shop, bakery (7)
Sustainable business (3)
Bike shops / co-op (3)
Farmers market (3)

Car repair (Marshall
and Pearl)
Plumbing (Pearl and
Medford)
Gas stations

Community Center
Youth Center (2)
Places for kids to
congregate + programs
When needed
Density

Homan Building (13)
Star Market (11)
Emporium

*The numbers in parenthesis represent the number of residents that mentioned the issue during a workshop.
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Appendix 3: Group Interview questions

Location: Somerville Community Corporation
Date: June 26, 2012

1. What is your main daily mean of transportation?
2. When you walk in the neighborhood, what is your most common destination
(purpose of your trip)?
3. What do you think are the most important problems that need to be
addressed to enhance the sidewalks and improve the walking conditions?
4. Which are the streets in more need of physical improvements? What kind of
improvements would you like to see?
5. Do you often walk around the neighborhood as a recreational activity?
6. From the 5 sites that you are seeing in the map, what places do you think
have a greater need of intervention to be more attractive for recreation? How
would you prioritize them? (set them in order from 1 to 5)
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Appendix 4: Review of the placemaking analysis in the five place
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