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Abstract 

 Urban communities throughout the nation are becoming increasingly diverse but not 

necessarily culturally connected. Intercultural Planning is a concept that sets the framework for 

deep understanding and acceptability of different groups to try to address this issue. Using 

Union Square, Somerville as a case study, a series of indicators determining the extent it is 

becoming intercultural is examined. How much have the city government and neighborhood 

associations embraced diversity, the sense of belonging of local ethnic businesses towards 

other groups, the representation of ethnic businesses in the chamber of commerce, and the 

effect of planning processes on intercultural planning including the proposed Green Line 

extension are among the indicators looked at. 

   Union Square has been found to be very diverse and both the city government and 

various associations are working hard to promote the diversity. A few stakeholders even believe 

that Union Square is already intercultural to an extent. However certain obstacles remain 

including language barriers between different groups and the constant fear of unwanted 

changes that might destroy the community’s opportunities before it even has the chance to be 

truly intercultural. 
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Layout of Thesis 

 The goal of this paper is to explore how an intercultural planning approach can 

successfully develop Union Square, Somerville. In order to complete this in a proper fashion, 

the intercultural planning concept that will be used in this paper will be fully introduced and 

defined first. Following that, Union Square and its surroundings will be introduced and 

described in detail. Finally, after review of literature and findings from primary sources, the 

intercultural planning concept in terms of planning for Union Square will be argued and 

recommendations will be made. 

Chapter I serves as an introduction to the concept of intercultural planning as defined by the 

academics who have researched diversity in cities and come up with the concept.   

Chapter II, the thesis groundwork, lays down the goals that this paper will work to achieve, the 

intended audiences, and focuses three questions that this paper will attempt to address.   

Chapter III is the methodology section. All of the methods of data and information collection 

including interviews and research are described here. 

Chapter IV is the literature review section. A comprehensive literature review is necessary to 

show evidence of previous research done on intercultural planning. Part of the review covers 
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work done by planning academics and their theories and the other part is more practical 

research on Union Square and the proposed Green Line extension.  

Chapter V describes Union Square in terms of demographics, geography, and history and 

provisions for future planning including proposed land use and the Green Line Extension. 

Chapter VI reveals the research findings for this paper. The findings attempt to address the 

three questions brought up in the previous chapter. 

Chapter VII wraps up the findings with a conclusion for this paper and spells out the policy and 

planning recommendations specifically based on the Chapter VI findings and the literature 

review. 
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Chapter I– What is Intercultural Planning 
 

A. Introduction to Intercultural Planning 

Many cities throughout America are not only growing in size but also growing in diversity. 

As each city grows, urban planners have to draw up ways to handle the increased population 

such as planning new housing, redesigning roads, or redeveloping a city downtown to enhance 

commercial activity. Planners may petition to redistrict zones for new land uses, conduct 

environmental impact studies on existing road conditions, or work with developers to draw in 

new retail. All of these seek to address physical and economic issues but they quite often leave 

out provisions for addressing the needs of diverse communities and worse, may intentionally 

harm those communities. Highways have been built that split up neighborhoods, residential 

districts have been zoned to keep out populations of a certain economic status, and 

developments have been planned to purposefully isolate individuals so that they have few 

chances to interact with each other.  

Yet there are many possible ways that this problem can be addressed. The first thing a 

community can do is embrace its diversity as something positive and constructive rather than 

something negative that only creates trouble and distrust. Secondly, the inhabitants of the 

community alongside the local businesses, services, and other stakeholders can play a role in 

creating a sense of understanding and belonging regardless of what their backgrounds are. All 

of these ultimately serve as indicators of a relatively new concept known as intercultural 

planning. 
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B. Definition and Indicators of Intercultural Planning  

It is not easy to singularly defineintercultural planning mainly because intercultural 

planning touches on so many different aspects of planning. Still, the point can be made that all 

forms of intercultural planning aim to promote cross-cultural understanding between different 

groups. Intercultural planning can be looked at as a way tochange the physical, social, and 

economic landscape of a community and also sets the framework for deeper understanding 

and acceptability of different groups. 

The Auckland Case Study Report on Intercultural City (Brecknock Consulting 2006) 

prepared in collaboration with the United Kingdom based non-profit organization Comedia for 

Comedia’s 2004 Intercultural City Project (ICP), defines intercultural planning as planning that 

“brings together people from different backgrounds in a common desire to build on the cross-

cultural potential of a multicultural society” or in other words bringing people from different 

backgrounds together to strengthen their community by way of cooperation and mutual 

understanding of each other’s needs. Intercultural planning as described in this paper is very 

close to this definition. As the report mentions, intercultural planning and interculturalism in 

general builds upon the concept of multiculturalism or the existence of several different groups 

in one community. A multicultural society as defined by Jude Bloomfield, a writer for Comedia, 

is one with a great deal of diversity and different groups living side by side but not necessarily 

interacting with each other. Interculturalism’s intention is to create opportunities for these 

groups to interact. Beyond the existence of multiculturalism, the report put out a series of 

prerequisites that show progress towards cultural competency: 
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 Acceptance of multiculturalism  

 Openness – facilities, services, and even physical planning and design are accepting to 

different groups 

 Sense of self – individuals know who they are and are confident about their own identity 

 Mutual Need–that an intercultural approach can enhance social cohesion and 

awareness of different groups 

(Brecknock Consulting 2006) 

The Auckland Case Study Report as well as Comedia authors Phil Landry and Charles 

Wood in their 2008 book The Intercultural City set down lists of indicators of a community 

evolving into an intercultural community. The following are the indicators established in the 

Auckland Case Study Report. 

 Indicators of multiculturalism such as diverse origins of residents, race, ethnicity, etc 

 Openness of the Institutional Framework – municipal policies, laws etc do not 

discriminate based on group affiliation but strives to embrace different groups  

 Openness of the Business Environment – acceptance and representation of ethnic firms 

in chambers of commerce and other associations 

 Openness of Civil Society – the manners and attitudes of different residents in a 

community are tolerant towards each other 

 Openness of Public Space – streets, parks, plazas and other public facilities are designed 

in ways that attract people of different cultures and do not deter any one group 
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 Indicators of interculturalism – these indicators are established beyond all of the others 

and may include high instances of interracial marriage, multilingual language 

proficiency, etc. This highest level can be achieved only after strong evidence of the 

other indicators. 

(Brecknock Consulting 2006) 

C. Impetus for Intercultural Planning 

Traditional focuses of urban planning are increasingly viewed as inadequate in addressing 

the needs of an increasingly diverse population. Individuals from different groups in diverse 

communities have to learn to coexist in harmony and traditional zoning and land use 

regulations do not consider this. In theory, intercultural planning is a response to planning for 

this basic need but with a strong emphasis on the overall economic and social empowerment of 

a diverse community. The end product of intercultural planning is a community in which every 

individual can safely and successfully coexist with those other groups and thrives on such 

harmony. Such a community aims to reject earlier theories of cultural integration or 

assimilation such as the “melting pot theory” or the “salad bowl” theory both of which will be 

later described in this paper. 
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Chapter II Thesis Groundwork 

A. Focus of Thesis 

Union Square, Somerville is chosen as the case study for intercultural planning in this paper 

because it has a number of attributes that lend support to the direction of interculturalism. 

Union Square’s population is 28.4% non-White according to the 2000 Census and it has many 

ethnic businesses in its business district according to City of Somerville’s Office of Stategic 

Planning and Community Development (OSPCD).Union Square also has a centralized location 

with its own pedestrian plaza and several additional nearby parks that can be used for events 

that draw together large crowds. Finally, Union Square is going through a period of tremendous 

changes with much planning and redevelopment about to happen in the near future. These 

changes include a proposed Green Line station near the square, several large scale 

developments on land adjacent to the proposed station site, plans to attract more businesses 

to the area, and efforts to increase affordable housing. All of these may critically affect the 

diverse ethnic groups living and working in Union Square but at the same time can offer a 

valuable opportunity to engage the different groups in exchanging ideas and plan Union Square 

as an intercultural community. It is therefore important to find out if the Union Square 

stakeholders, i.e. the City, local businesses, and neighborhood associations are receptive to 

diversity and are involving the ethnic residents and business owners in the planning of Union 

Square. This paper explores the extent that Union Square’s stakeholders are taking advantage 

of these opportunities and assesses Union Square’s progress in becoming a center of 

interculturalism by attempting to answer three questions. 
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1. To what extent has the City of Somerville government and neighborhood associations 

embraced the cultural diversity in Union Square and what have they done to facilitate cross 

cultural interactions? 

 This question relates to openness of the institutional framework indicators that address 

planning and policies that affect a community. More conventional methods of planning such as 

zoning ignore diversity and may threaten to destroy the attributes that make Union Square 

unique such as its diverse businesses. Yet there are other ways that the Somerville government 

can plan Union Square in ways that will protect and strengthen its assets and move it in the 

direction of interculturalism. The attitude of the government towards planning for diversity is 

critical and will be assessed. 

2. How open is Union Square’s business community to diversity and ethnic businesses? 

The ethnic businesses in and around Union Square are vital lynchpins to keeping the 

community socially and economically sustainable. Yet just because a community is diverse or 

multicultural does not necessarily mean its residents and business owners have a high degree 

of tolerance of each other. Rather a friendly business environment in which different 

businesses are open towards each other is also indicative of a step towards interculturalism. 

Indicators of openness towards businesses and residents of all groups will be explored and 

evaluated in this paper. 

3.What is the effect of current planning processes on Union Square’s development towards 

interculturalism? 

 The City and State already have plans for redevelopment and transportation 

infrastructure that will affect Union Square. These plans may promote or deter interculturalism. 
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Do they conflict with the current cultural makeup of Union Square or with the efforts of other 

stakeholders? Or can they be additionally beneficial to supporting Union Square as an 

intercultural center? 

4. Exclusions 

 What this paper noticeably excludes are some of the indicators of civil society such as 

improved attitudes towards ethnic individuals and decreased ethnic crime, and those of fully 

established interculturalism such as a high degree of cross ethnic marriage. In spite of their 

importance to interculturalism, these indicators go beyond the scope of this paper’s focus on 

planning. These indicators are better suited for researchers in the fields of education (especially 

primary and secondary education), criminal justice, cultural anthropology, sociology, and social 

psychology. In answering Question #2, the indicators of openness based on relationships within 

the business community will be addressed but not indicators of openness between different 

individuals.  

B. Intended Audience of Thesis 

There is a multitude of stakeholders in the intercultural planning of Union Square ranging 

from the city and state governments to non-profit organizations and associations to the 

residents and business owners themselves. All of these stakeholders have different reasons to 

embrace the concept but they vary in power and authority to develop and implement plans for 

the community. Mayor Curtatone and the City of Somerville’s Office of Stategic Planning and 

Community Development (OSPCD) are the chief executives of planning in the city and so they 

are the primary audience of this paper. If the Mayor and the planning professionals all agree 
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that intercultural planning for Union Square is desirable and feasible, then the consequences 

for the Square’s future can be far reaching. Other targets this paper is intended for are the 

various community organizations and associations such as Somerville Community Corporation 

and Union Square Main Streets. Although they do not hold as much power as the city 

government, these organizations often represent the first connection for community 

stakeholders and they too play a critical role in intercultural planning. 

C. Goals of Thesis 

 This paper is a qualitative analysis of a community’s diverse planning. It is my intent to 

bring up intercultural planning as an exciting new concept which I sincerely hope diverse 

municipalities such as Somerville will embrace without difficulty. Intercultural planning serves 

to improve the lives of communities affected but to change the views and opinions of the 

population in regards to culture. City leaders in such communities can come away with a feeling 

of confidence that their diverse populations can be seen in a positive and constructive light, not 

as troubling thorns that create only disunity. 

It is sincerely hopeful that other professionals in the planning field take up the topics 

this paper introduces. Such topics can include determining changing perceptions of different 

groups towards each other or finding out if ethnic and non- ethnic businesses have remarkably 

different goals. A look into the role of ethic culture in creating livable or sustainable 

communities is also helpful. These are all likely to be of great significance in the continued 

study of the feasibility of intercultural planning in many different places. In order to continue 

exploring intercultural planning, planners will have to look at these questions as well. 
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Chapter III – Methodology 

 Various methods were used in writing this paper. To establish the foundation and 

framework of intercultural planning for my paper, I first reviewed the literature on 

multiculturalism, diversity, and intercultural planning. Most of this literature was first 

prescribed by UEP’s own intercultural planning group and research done by other students and 

faculty in UEP.  From this literature, I pulled out the groundwork indicators of intercultural 

planning that were to be examined. 

Next, I gathered both primary and secondary data on Union Square to answer the three 

research questions. Some of the most crucial primary sources came from interviews via 

telephone and email correspondence with six stakeholders including city planners, non-profits, 

and local associations. The manner in which the interviewees were chosen is based on their 

responsibility for and influence on the planning and development of Union Square. First the 

Office of Strategic Planning and Community Development, the governmental body responsible 

for planning and development, was contacted and one of the planners interviewed. The OSPCD 

made several referrals to other potential stakeholders such as Somerville Arts Union and 

Somerville Community Access Television (SCAT) and these were interviewed as well. In addition 

to these were other organizations and associations such as Somerville Transportation Equity 

Program (STEP), Union Square Main Streets (USMS), and Somerville Community Corporation 

(SCC)that were also interviewed or corresponded by email. Somerville Local First was also 

contacted but time restraints prevented this association from being interviewed though they 

did provide some secondary information in print. 
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 Thirdly, I analyzed secondary sources such as prepared reports, municipal planning 

documents, news articles, US Census information, other student theses, and published reports 

based on interviews conducted by others. Demographic data is primarily obtained from the US 

Census Bureau 2000 Census and from published reports. I also carefully examined several 

interview transcripts and final reports of Tufts University Urban Borderlands students who had 

done a relevant project on Union Square in the Fall of 2010. Because this paper is intended to 

be a qualitative synthesis and analysis of what Somerville and the Union Square community are 

doing to promote multiculturalism and degrees of openness, the tests are all purely descriptive. 

 Finally, for the categorization of Union Square’s businesses as ethnic or non-ethnic, I 

obtained an initial list from Union Square Main Streets’ website and divided up the list into 

ethnic and non-ethnic based on the following categories: 

 Ethnicity of owner and, 

 Ethnicity of goods or services provided 

I checked all businesses for verification unless their title explicitly implies some type of 

ethnicity. I verified these categories by looking up the businesses I was unsure of online and 

finding out what type of goods or services the business sells. I obtained additional businesses 

from an ethnic foods brochure published by Union Square Main Streets as well as businesses 

interviewed by the Urban Borderlands Project. 
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Chapter IV – Discussion of Literature Review  

This paper first reviews the literature on intercultural planning as a theory and then literature 

related to planning in Union Square, Somerville including the proposed Green Line extension to 

Union Square. 

A. Intercultural Planning Theory 

 The roots of the intercultural planning concept can be traced back to the writings of 

several urban and regional planning academics in the 1990’s such as June Manning Thomas 

who critiqued the way cities were trying to plan cities with diverse populations. Thomas’ 1994 

essay “Planning History and the Black Urban Experience: Linkages and Contemporary 

Implications” and her 1997 book Redevelopment and Race: Planning a Finer City in postwar 

Detroit (Thomas 1997) both came to the conclusions that racial, social and cultural issues are 

inextricably tied to economic issues such as income disparities and that cities with highly 

heterogeneous populations need to address social and economic issues first before planning 

physical changes. These conclusions were formulated from widespread racial discrimination in 

housing and community development in the decades after World War II (Thomas 1994). 

Traditional planning, which according to Thomas doesn’t account for the needs of diverse 

groups, does not go far enough to rectify persistent urban problems. Instead, Thomas insisted 

that planners commit to so called “equity planning” and address racial and social injustices in 

their visions to improve urban communities (Thomas 1997). 



12 

 

Other authors as Leonie Sandercock with her two books Towards 

Cosmopolis(Sandercock 1998) andCosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities(Sandercock 2003), Jude 

Bloomfield and Franco Bianchini with Planning for The Intercultural City(Bloomfield &Bianchini 

2004) and Phil Wood and Charles Landry with The Intercultural City(Wood& Landry 2008) all 

recognized the increasing changes in urban demographics during those decades but were also 

somehow disappointed with the methods city authorities were using to address the needs of 

diverse urban populations. In part, these authors claim that cities throughout Europe and the 

United States have already tried many methods to mix or assimilate different groups into a 

mainstream culture with poor results.  

Sandercock’s concept of a “cosmopolis” in her 1998 book Towards Cosmopolis can be 

viewed as an early exploration into intercultural society even though the author never explicitly 

mentions the term in her book (Sandercock would later comment on Wood and Landry’s ideas 

as fitting in her cosmopolis model – Wood &Landry 2008)). A cosmopolis concept extends 

beyond a simple “metropolis” concept, which is simply a place where various groups 

congregate and live together. Instead, the residents of a cosmopolis not only live together but 

understand one another to the degree that everyone feels like they belong to one whole 

community. The author concluded that no one city or community has fully reached that level of 

cooperation yet. In a case study of Greenwich Village, New York City, Sandercock found that a 

common obstacle regarding multiethnic communities is that individual groups only tend to 

associate with their own kind and ignore all other groups. Such a community argues Sandercock 

will suffer from mutual distrust between different groups. 
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In Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities, Sandercock goes one step further to model what a 

cosmopolis ought to look like. As the title suggests, residents of diverse cities and 

neighborhoods should all feel equally proud of their communities. The issue the author points 

out is that current efforts of promoting multicultural diversity often backfires with some groups 

feeling that such efforts often promote other groups over theirs or sidelines certain groups 

altogether. Sandercock argues that in order to correct such misunderstandings, thought and 

identity processes have to be changed. 

 Bloomfield and Bianchini in Planning for the Intercultural City are among a handful of 

academics who promote intercultural planning beyond diversity and multicultural 

representation. Like Sandercock’s argument in Mongrel Cities, these two authors discovered 

that the mere presence of different cultures in neighborhoods is not enough to strengthen 

cooperation between different groups to strengthen the neighborhoods. Cross-cultural 

cooperation is necessary to strengthen a neighborhood and empower its residents to take 

ownership of it. Bloomfield and Bianchini bring up several current and past attempts in a host 

of countries to deal with multiculturalism and diversity including the “melting pot” technique 

and corporate multiculturalism and argue how each one of these techniques fall short of 

achieving intercultural empowerment. Some techniques rely so much on protecting the 

interests of individual groups that they fail to unite the groups. Other techniques such as the 

melting pot technique employ a single constant such as the English language to try to unify 

different groups. The author argues that such techniques often result in individual betterment 
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but not community betterment, which creates great social and economic inequities within 

neighborhoods.  

 An important contribution from Bloomfield and Bianchini is their recommendations on 

urban space and intercultural planning. A chief recommendation made by the two authors is 

that the center of a diverse neighborhood has to have some type of magnet that draws 

members of different groups together, be it a park, a plaza, a youth center, or a cultural center 

such as a library or community center. This is important to take note of because parks as urban 

green spaces are not only great places for community gatherings but are also good for exercise, 

relaxation, and recreation that benefit any type of community. Libraries and community centers 

also offer positive externalities in the form of increased educational resources and more places 

to relax or exercise.   

 Wood and Landry’s 2008 work, The Intercultural City: Planning for Diversity Advantage 

draws on Sandercock and Bloomfield and Bianchini to catalog a series of things that nations and 

cities have done to promote better understanding between cultures. While the authors do take 

note of the need to physically plan for interculturalism in cities, much of the writing delves into 

the background topics of education, workplace ethics, customs, and political and societal 

policies and how they have either historically succeeded or failed in bringing different groups 

together. The different attempts Wood and Landry document include the “assimilationist” 

policy which attempts to influence immigrants and outsiders to shed their cultural heritage in 

exchange for the major culture in a community, the “guest worker” policy which treats 

immigrants as mere temporary residents and does not attempt to draw them together, and the 
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aforementioned “multicultural” or salad bowl policy which encourages representation of 

different groups but does not bring them together. All of these policies have by and large failed 

to significantly empower different groups and the authors claim that some even worked to 

weaken the social standing of certain groups. 

 Talen (2004) in Design for Diversity builds on the multicultural discussion brought up by 

previous authors by suggesting planning and designing neighborhoods to sustain a diverse 

population. Using a model that intersects diverse population mix, connections to the 

neighborhood, and security as a basis for diversity planning, Talen presents a case study on 

several neighborhoods in Chicago. The author selects the neighborhoods based on income 

diversity and ethnic diversity characteristics. These neighborhoods all have several things in 

common including changes in the demographic makeup of their respective populations over 

time. Some have also changed character from industrial to residential or commercial. 

Employing a series of interviews in these neighborhoods, Talen attempts to test a series of 

indicators that she has independently come up with: 

1. Familiarity with and opinions about social diversity 

2. Connections to the neighborhood 

3. Identity with the place itself 

4. Strengths and weaknesses of the neighborhood and community  

  

It is important to note that the first three of these indicators go along very well with Comedia’s 

indicators published in the Auckland Case Study Report. Familiarity with social diversity and 

connections to the neighborhood can be direct results of openness of the community in that if 
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a community is open to different representation, then residents will acknowledge the existence 

of diversity. Identity with the place goes along with identity of self in which residents who are 

culturally aware of themselves and their surroundings will identify with the neighborhood they 

live in.  All of these are critical indicators of intercultural planning. 

 What Talen finds out is that most residents of the diverse communities seem to value 

the diversity and that it has helped contribute to economic growth. Several groups have been 

previously excluded from these neighborhoods and now that they are able to move in, made it 

a source of pride. Most interviewees agreed that most residents do have a strong connection to 

the neighborhoods, and good public transportation was critical factor in preserving the diversity 

of the neighborhoods, but there is constant worry of being priced out. Social connectedness, a 

major step in intercultural planning, has been problematic however.Community associations 

have had trouble attracting representatives from all different groups, newer residents do not 

sense a strong a tie to other residents or to the community’s past, and individual groups 

continue to think of the neighborhood as a resource for themselves and not as an entity shared 

by all. Some physical planning features such as high fences and wide gaps between homes also 

discouraged social interaction. 

 Harvard Professor Robert Putnam’s 2007 essay “E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and 

Community in the Twenty-first Century” further solidified the findings that planning academics 

such as Sandercock and Talen had found about diverse communities but emphasized his own 

finding that diverse neighborhoods experience a continuous shift in population and resources. 

Putnam’s quantitative research came out with the conclusion that diversity is actually harmful 

to society, at least in the short run, and that diverse communities experience less cooperation 
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and connectivity and suffer from lack of social capital.  The research found that residents of 

more diverse communities had more distrust for their neighbors and kept more to themselves 

than residents of homogenous communities. Residents of diverse communities were more 

often from lower income, immigrant, or otherwise from disadvantaged backgrounds. Crime was 

also found to be more prevalent in diverse neighborhoods than homogenous neighborhoods 

and this may be a reason that so many diverse community residents distrust each other. 

Jonas (2007) in an article that commented on Putnam’s publication reported that critics 

of diversity were using the research to argue that diversity and multiculturalism were harmful 

to society and that people should not be encouraged to live in diverse neighborhoods. Yet 

Putnam, like many other academics, found that immigration is indeed increasing and that 

communities are becoming more diverse in America and in his conclusion stated that society 

must come up with a way to create a new sense of identity that encompasses all groups. If 

taken from this angle, what Putnam may in fact be hinting at is that some form of intercultural 

planning that needs to take place. 

Finally, Pollack, Bluestone, and Billingham (2010), while not explicitly endorsing any 

form of multicultural or intercultural planning, make mention of the importance of planning for 

diversity in urban transit-centric areas. Their study’s main focus is on transit oriented 

development and affordability but because the revitalization of Union Square in anticipation of 

the Green Line extension should be considered a transit oriented development, their findings 

are relevant. Among the discoveries Pollack et al. found was that new light rail construction 

(which the Green Line is) correlated with an increase in White population (which is not 

necessarily detrimental to a diverse community) and that neighborhoods with a high proportion 
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of renters are susceptible to transient movement and unwanted changes. They did not find 

evidence that low income residents were in any way displaced by the new transit but still 

argued for the implementation of safeguards such as affordable housing to mitigate this 

concern.  

B. Planning for Union Square and the proposed Green Line extension  

Much has already been written about Union Square in the media. With the Green Line 

extension near Union Square anticipated to be built soon, the city government has shifted great 

focus on planning in the area. The City 2008 Five Year Consolidated Plan documents its 

proposed housing, economic development, and physical planning intentions around Union 

Square. In the Plan, the City has given evidence that it has recognized the diversity of Union 

Square and views it as an important asset. The Plan also included indicators of revitalization in 

Union Square and spells out areas for improvement from the viewpoint of the city government. 

Additional documents include a demography report put out in 2009 that includes information 

about Union Square and a working plan put out by contractors detailing proposed changes to 

Union Square’s landscape. 

A large component of this paper will analyze interviews that Tufts undergraduate 

students had previously conducted for the Urban Borderlands seminar under the direction of 

Anthropology Professor Deborah Pacini-Hernandez in which they asked Union Square residents 

and business owners about the impacts of the Green Line extension and subsequent 

gentrification on their properties.  Early in the fall of 2010, this group toured Union Square and 

East Somerville together with their professor. They then individually selected a specific ethnic 

or trade group that lives in the area to interview and write about. 
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Planning departments such as Tufts’ UEP and MIT’s Department of Urban Studies and 

Planning (DUSP) have in recent years focused on Union Square environs as well and several 

students have written their theses on it. Some focused solely on development in and around 

Union Square while others focused broadly on East Somerville or on other topics such as traffic 

and transportation needs. An example of a proto-intercultural idea, De La Torre (2005) 

employed the application of so called Main Street and Business Improvement District (BID) 

models for bringing together ethnic businesses of all groups to participate in urban 

revitalization efforts. Although the information is slightly dated, some of it still can be used to 

give insight on what is going on in Union Square. The author showcases two case studies from 

elsewhere exemplifying the leadership of Main Street Initiatives that have successfully brought 

together businesses of different groups together as a community. De La Torre had hypothesized 

that diversity could be used as a potential strength and asset to the community and the City 

rather than as an obstacle. She had also stated that diversity can be used to market a city and 

neighborhood as an ideal destination. De La Torre does not explicitly mention cultural 

competency, in fact, the basis of her argument is calling for multicultural representation, but 

her ideas gives clear insight into an intercultural model that does emphasize cultural unity. 

Gorewitz (2007) focuses extensively on the affordability concern once the Green Line 

station is built and other physical changes to Union Square take place with the Somerville 

Community Corporation (SCC) as a major player in the process. A major component of the 

author’s analysis is on affordable housing in the area, how the proposed Green Line extension is 

likely to affect it, and what the city and SCC are doing about the issue. Academics and public 
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officials in the City have already agreed that affordable housing is essential in maintaining 

diversity and that gentrification is likely to harm it. What can be taken away from Gorewitz in 

terms of intercultural planning is that community organizations have to get involved to ensure 

that Union Square remains affordable for all groups. This is an important consideration for the 

preservation of a diverse neighborhood. 

Owusu (2011) also writes about gentrification but focuses solely on the topic of 

displacement of businesses by a new transit line with Davis Square, Somerville and the 1980’s 

Red Line extension as a case study. After an extensive literature review and a statistical study of 

Davis Square, the author came to the conclusion that new transit development does not 

significantly displace existing businesses but actually enhances them, which is an argument 

similar to Pollack et al.’s finding that there is no evidence that new transit development 

displaces existing low income residents. The service sector around Davis Square greatly 

benefited from the Red Line extension while the manufacturing, industrial, and retail/wholesale 

sectors suffered, in part due to strict height restrictions on buildings that turned away potential 

manufacturers and retailers. Owusu makes an argument that Union Square, which did not 

receive as much support for redevelopment at the time, will also continue to thrive should the 

Green Line extension be built. 
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Chapter V - Background of Union Square and the Green Line Extension 

A. Definition of Union Square 

 There are many scales that can be used to define Union Square. Physically, the square is 

the intersection of Somerville Avenue, Webster Avenue, Washington Street, and Bow Street. 

Many of the commercial businesses and services of Union Square surround the physical square 

itself. However, in terms of planning and economic development, the neighborhoods 

surrounding Union Square must also be taken into account because the residents in those 

neighborhoods also help define Union Square’s identity as a diverse community. For the 

purposes of this paper, the definition has to be broader than just the physical square itself or 

even the surrounding commercial district. For this reason, the definition put out by Somerville’s 

Office of Strategic Planning and Community Development (OSPCD) in the form of several census 

blocks that make up a National Redevelopment Strategy Area (NRSA) will be used in this paper. 

The OSPCD stipulates that this specific definition entitles the City of Somerville to obtain 

redevelopment grants from the federal Housing and Urban Development department and so is 

most appropriate for this paper to make recommendations.  

B. History of Union Square 

Union Square is located in the eastern portion of Somerville. Throughout much of its 

history, the area comprising Union Square and its immediate surroundings was a center for 

manufacturing and trade. Originally known as Sandpit Square, it was bordered by tidal 

marshlands on one side, which influenced the existence of a longtime brick making industry as 
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well as the manufacturing of other products such as potteries, dye, and bleacheries 

(OSPCD2008). Transportation played a major role in the development of Union Square. The 

Fitchburg Railroad, built in 1835, passed just south of the square and numerous streetcar lines 

constructed around the turn of the past century increased the population of the neighborhood 

surrounding Union Square (OSPCD 2008).  

 By the middle of the 20th century however, Union Square lost all of its streetcar lines 

and many of the industries that made it thrive had left as well (OSPCD 2008). As a result, the 

square and the surrounding neighborhood deteriorated, property values declined, and 

population moved out. It was not until the 1990’s and 2000’s that Union Square started seeing 

revitalization (OSPCD 2008). The population became increasingly diverse with a large number of 

Brazilians, Asian Indians, and Haitians moving in (De La Torre 2005). Union Square is still going 

through revitalization. The key matter is the proposed Green Line extension with a station just 

to the south of the square next to the Fitchburg commuter rail line. Questions remain on how 

much Union Square will change from a previous center for manufacturing industry to a 

commercial, residential, and service oriented center. 
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Figure 1 – Union Square layout and landmarks, source: MASSGIS 

 
B. Geographic Layout of Union Square 

 The square that makes up the heart of Union Square NRSA is the intersection of four 

major thoroughfares, Somerville Avenue, Washington Street, Bow Street, and Webster Avenue 

and is marked by the rectangle in the map above. A fifth major road, Prospect Street, runs very 

close by. A municipal fire station and a large federal post office are located close to the 

intersection. The Fitchburg Commuter Rail Line is marked by a grey/white line thatruns just 

south of the square. The proposed Union Square Green Line station will be at the intersection 

of Prospect and Webster Streets (City of Somerville website 2011). Somerville City Hall, 
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Somerville High School, and the main branch library are to the north of the square although to 

reach those landmarks would require a strenuous walk uphill on Walnut Street. To the south 

and west of the square are large tracts of industrial and formerly industrial complexes. These 

include the Boynton Yards, which are directly to the south of the commuter rail line. Union 

Square is currently served only by a handful of public bus routes, namely the #85, #86, #87, #91, 

and the CT2 (Dumas 2010). It is not far from various hospitals and universities including Harvard 

University, Lesley University, and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, all of which can be 

reached by just a single bus ride (Dumas 2010). 

D. Demographics of Union Square  

One of the first indicators of intercultural planning is a diverse population and so the 

determination of the extent of Union Square’s population being diverse is important. 

Substantial demographic information can be found in the City of Somerville’s 2008 Plan while 

the OSPCD also compiled an additional demography report “Trends in Somerville: Population 

Trends – June 23, 2009” in 2009.Both documents rely on US Census 2000 Census information 

and uses HUD guidelines as benchmarks for poverty etc. This report detailed where groups of 

different categories such as youth, elderly, foreign-born, and households with children are 

clustered throughout the city. Information on income and educational attainment are also 

provided and the City as a whole is compared with other cities in the region. The report shows 

that in 2000, a diverse host of residents in different categories such as age, ethnicity, language 

skills, and income populate the neighborhoods around Union Square. 
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1. Income and Poverty 

Figure 2 – Union Square Household Median Income, source: 2008 Somerville Plan 

As mentioned before in the definition of Union Square, HUD designated Union Square 

NRSA as seven census block groups found in four census tracts. Using this formula, OSPCD 

recorded in their 2008 Plan that 57.9% of residents in these seven block groups are either low 

or moderate income. Two block groups contain fewer than 50% low and moderate income 

residents and two other contain more than 60% low and moderate income residents. 

The 2008 Plan also listed the median household income for Union Square residents as 

$41,509 which is lower than $46,315 for the whole city. Income data from the 2010 Census is 

not yet available as of this writing. 
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2. Ethnicity and Race 

Figure 3 – Union Square minority population, source: 2008 Somerville Plan 

According to the 2008 Plan (of which population data is based on 2000 Census data), 

28.4% of Union Square’s residents are non-White compared to 23% of the City of Somerville as 

a whole. Of the total city population, the 2008 Plan reported roughly 6.5% are Black, 8.8% are 

Latino of any race, and another 6.5% are Asian or Pacific Islander whereas the Union Square 

NRSA had percentages of 7.47% Black, 11.2% Latino (of any race), and 7.22% Asian or Pacific 

Islander. The latest information from the 2010 Census shows the tracts in which the NRSA is 

located in have percentages of 5.8% Black, 11.9% Latino (of any race), and 8.95% Asian or 

Pacific Islander (2010 Census). This new data suggests that relatively little has changed in 

demographics over the past decade with a few groups gaining slight increases. The 2008 Plan 
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lists Portuguese, Brazilian, Haitian, and various Asian groups as the principle non-White 

ethnicities. In comparison to Massachusetts as a whole, the 2000 Census reports that the entire 

state’s population has a 17.5% minority percentage. This is evidence that Union Square NRSA 

has a more diverse population than Somerville as a whole and Massachusetts as a whole. As 

such it has opportunity to become a center of interculturalism. As the map above shows, 

substantial parts of the NRSA are heavily populated by minorities with the minority population 

percentage in some parts as high as 40%. This is at least an indicator that Union Square is 

diverse to a degree. 

 
Figure 4 - Percentage of foreign born residents – Source: 2009 OSPCD Population Trends Report 

 

This second map shown above, taken from OSPCD’s 2009 Population Trends report, 

additionally shows that some of the census blocks in the Union Square NRSA have substantial 

(50-60%) amounts of foreign born residents.  Not surprisingly, the census blocks with a high 
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percentage of foreign born residents coincide with the blocks with a high percentage of 

minorities as shown in the 2008 Plan’s map on the previous page. Such a high percentage of 

foreign born makes the strong suggestion that the residents of the NRSA are still strongly 

connected different cultures. This is also an indicator that Union Square is multicultural. 

 
Figure 5 - Percentage of ESL speakers – Source: 2009 OSPCD Population Trends Report 

 

Just as important to the number of foreign born residents in the area are the number 

persons who do not speak English as a first language. As the map above shows, the area around 

Union Square has a high number of non-English speakers and speakers of English as a second 

language. While the task of accommodating this population may be challenging, it can also 

provide special opportunities for the City to create an intercultural atmosphere by providing 

services such as language courses. 2010 data is not yet available as of this writing for foreign 

born residents or of ESL speakers. 
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3. Age 

 

The 2008 Plan reports a median age of 32.4 for the Union Square NRSA which is slightly 

older than the citywide age of 31.1 but lower than that of the state’s average age of 36.5. The 

2008 Plan also reports that a substantial portion of Union Square’s population is between the 

ages of 20 and 34 years old. 

 
 Figure 6 - Elderly population - Source: City of Somerville OSPCD 2009 Population Report 

 

 The map above, taken from the 2009 Population Report, shows that there aren’t as 

many elderly living within the NRSA but substantially more in nearby neighborhoods such as the 

Inner Belt (which is currently separated from Union Square by the elevated McGrath Highway). 

The tract level data from the 2010 Census shows no change in the composition of the elderly 

population in the NRSA (2010 Census). The two pockets with a high percentage of elderly 
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residents remain the same. Current planning processes such as the removal of McGrath 

Highway can better connect the residents of Inner Belt to Union Square. 

 
Figure 7 - Youth Population - Source: City of Somerville OSPCD 2009 Population Report 

 

Despite the fact that Somerville High School and the main public library are within 

walking distance, Union Square also has fewer residents under the age of 18 than other parts of 

East Somerville though not as few as elderly. The map above taken from the 2009 report shows 

that several block groups in the NRSA do have close to 20% population under 18 (OSPCD 2009). 

Interestingly enough, the 2010 Census shows the youth population in the inner belt area more 

than doubling from less than 5% to 13%(2010 Census). Such a trend ought to be further 

observed if the areas around Union Square are further developed.  
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4.Educational Attainment and Employment 

 Union Square’s residents have slightly lower educational attainments than Somerville as 

a whole. Some 30% of Union Square’s residents hold a college degree or higher as contrasted to 

40% for the whole city and 75% of Union Square’s residents have a high school diploma 

compared to 80% of the whole city population. The 2008 Plan states that more Union Square 

residents work in services and production jobs as opposed to white collar professional jobs and 

that though the percentage is small (18.55%), more Union Square residents work in Somerville 

than residents of other parts of the city. The unemployment rate is nearly twice as high as the 

city average, which is a likely indicator that Union Square is an economically struggling 

community. 

5. Conclusion 

Based on the 2000 Census data, Union Square seems to meet the indicator of a diverse 

population requirement for intercultural planning in terms of race, ethnicity, origin, and first 

language. The 2010 Census data on race add on stronger evidence that Union Square’s 

diversity, at least in terms of race, is holding. Race, ethnicity and origin are strong tenets of a 

multicultural place and a good mix of each gives Union Square stronger potential to truly 

become and intercultural center. The City and neighborhood stakeholders ought to be able to 

tap into unique opportunities for immigrant and nonimmigrant, English and non-English 

speaking, ethnic and non-ethnic groups to interact with each other. Union Square is not as 

diverse in age and income, perhaps owing to its industrial past, but the City’s proposed plans 
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for changing Union Square have potential to change these two categories and it is important for 

the City to plan accordingly once they do change. 

D. Green Line Extension 

 
Figure 8 – Proposed Green Line Extension Map 
 

The centerpiece of major change to Union Square comes in the form of a light rail line, 

namely the Green Line rapid transit route of the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority 

(MBTA). The current proposal to extend the MBTA Green Line rapid transit line into Somerville 

originated as part of the agreement to offset pollution and other externalities resulting from 

the “Big Dig” restructuring project of Boston’s Central Artery in the 1990’s (Hassett 2007).  As 

early as 2001, Somerville’s community leaders had already recognized the potential that a 

transit line has to enhance the already ethnically diverse Union Square (Clark 2001). There were 
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also suggestions made at the time to extend the line to Porter Square to link up with the Red 

Line and commuter rail (Clark 2001).Initial funding for a study to extend the Green Line from its 

current terminus of Lechmere Station into Somerville was proposed in 2005 (Daniel 2005). The 

funding in the amount of $100 million was finally signed off and granted in 2007 (Daniel 2007). 

As of the writing of this paper, the State has postponed the construction start date from 2014 

to 2018 (Byrne 2011). 

F. Land Use  

 Union Square NRSA currently sits between residential and industrial tracts. To the 

southeast of the square is a light industrial area known as Boynton Yards which the City hopes 

to redevelop as a residential area with high rise apartments and condominiums (Dreilinger 

2008). At present, the zoning laws governing Union Square are getting in the way of extensive 

redevelopment in the area (Lamboy 2008). According to Monica Lamboy, the former executive 

director of Somerville’s planning department, there is still too much land zoned for industrial 

use. One possible site for redevelopment is that of the former Kiley Barrel Factory at the corner 

of Somerville and Prospect Streets and very close to the proposed Green Line Station (De La 

Torre 2005). The Kiley Barrel Site is a former industrial factory laden with toxic chemicals and 

needs immense cleanup before anything can be built on top of it (Metzger 2010). In addition, 

several parcels will have to be rezoned into residential or commercial districts for city-led 

initiatives to go forth (Graney 2011).  
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G. Business District 

 
Figure 9 – Union Square Business District, source: Union Square Main Streets 
  

The map above provided by the Union Square Main Streets (USMS) website shows that 

the business district branches out of the physical square itself and along the major avenues 

such as Somerville Avenue and Washington Street. The district as evidenced by the map 

stretches wide enough as to have an economic effect on all of the census block groups that 

make up the Union Square NRSA. Also in the website is a list compiled by Mimi Graney, 

Executive Director of USMS that shows a total of 108 businesses although a few stores such as 

the Burger King on Somerville Avenue are noticeably excluded (USMS website 2008). The 

businesses listed in USMS’s list range from restaurants and grocery stores to churches, banks, 

and service stores such as hair salons. Both ethnic and non-ethnic businesses are included in 



35 

 

the list. USMS also prepared a brochure of their own that lists a few additional ethnic 

businesses and details some activities aimed at promoting the diverse culture in the Square 

(USMS website 2008). The selection of businesses listed by USMS in both of their sources is 

provided in the chart below1. Because USMS’ list is not exhaustive, additional businesses 

interviewed in the Urban Borderlands Project and ones found in SAC’ Ethnic Foods Brochure 

(issued by USMS in their website) is also included. 

List of ethnic businesses List of non-ethnic businesses 

Amazonia Insurance** A-1 Plumbing and Heating Supply 

Angel Nails** Advance Auto Parts 

Bombay Market** All Checks Cashed 

Boston Japanese Christian Church American Legion Post 447 

Braz Transfers** Argenziano School 

Bukkyung** Bank of America ATM 

Burma Design and Antique Restoration Best Rate Insurance Agency 

C & N Beauty Supply** Bloc 11 

Caesar’s Pizza and Subs* Bonds and Beauty 

Cantina La Mexicana* Brian Healy Architects 

Capone Foods* Bull McCabe 

Casa de Carnes* CASCAP 

Continental Hair Design** Catholic Charities 

                                                           
1
 Ethnic businesses are categorized by the ethnicity of the owner and the goods or services provided by the 

businesses. This paper has no intention of strictly defining an ethnic business as businesses providing non-ethnic 
goods may also be owned by owners from very diverse nationalities.  
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Davidson’s Laundromat** Christopher Kokoras Insurance 

Elegant Salon** Citizens Bank 

El Potro Mexican Grill* City of Somerville Fire Safety (fire station) 

Fashion Way Hair Salon** City of Somerville Police (police station) 

Fiesta Bakery*** Community Action Agency of Somerville 

G&T Custom Tailoring** Cota-Struzziero McKenna Funeral Home 

Girl From Ipanema Salon** Deborah Kerr Photography 

Great Thai Chef Design Annex 

Halal Market* Dunkin Donuts 

India Palace** Gemini Goodyear Auto Service Center 

International Optical** Grand (home goods) 

J&J Restaurant (Portuguese cuisine)*** Ground Landscape Architecture 

La Internacional Foods* Heimarck & Foglia Landscape Architecture 

Little India* Hub Comics 

Macchu Picchu Charcoal Chicken and Coal* iFix 

Mama Gina’s* Inman Auto Center 

Mandarin Chinese Restaurant* Jimbo’s Famous Roast Beef 

Neighborhood Restaurant and Bakery* Jerry’s Liquors 

New Asia* Johnston Roberts Associates 

New Market** Journeyman (restaurant) 

New Bombay Market* Kimo Griggs Architects 

Odilio’s Hair Design** Leins Auto Repair 

P.A.’s Lounge* Little Pearl 
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Pao de Acucar and Brazilian Buffet* Marfione Photography Studio 

Padaria Brasil Market Basket 

Red House Chinese Restaurant* Master Printing 

Reliable Market** Midnight Convenience 

Roma Seafood Mike’s Automotive Services 

Ronnarong Thai Tapas Bar Monro Muffler and Brake 

Sally O’Brien’s* Mr. Clean Laundry 

Sherman Café* Nama Productions 

Sophia’s Beauty Salon** Olive Square Studios 

St. Joseph’s Church Open Space Community Acupuncture 

Sunny’s Deli* Precinct Bar and Grill 

Sweet Ginger Thai Cuisine Prospect Hill Charter School 

Taqueria La Mexicana* Ricky’s Flower Market 

The Independent* Riverside Motorsports 

Tir Na Nog* Riverdog 

Toast* Seven Hills Bindery 

Union Square Pizza* Somerville Community Access Television 

Wu Chon Restaurant* Stanhope Farmers 

 Subway Sandwich Shop 

 Target 

 The Family Center 

 The Independent Bar and Restaurant 

 Third Life Studio 
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 This Building Community 

 Toast 

 Union Gulf 

 Union Press 

 Union Square Acupuncture 

 Union Square Main Streets 

 Union Square Marketplace 

 Union Square Smoke Shop 

 Union Square Veterinary Clinic 

 United States Post Office 

 Valvoline 

Table 1 – List of businesses in Union Square (ethnic and non-ethnic) 
*Verified qualitatively by SAC’s Ethnic Foods Brochure 
**Verified by Urban Borderlands Project 
***Verified by website 

  

Based on the chart above, 70 of Union Square’s businesses may be considered non-

ethnic (although a few might cater to ethnic groups) and 54 may be considered ethnic. This 

shows that Union Square’s ethnic businesses amount to over 40% of all of the Square’s 

businesses. Most of the ethnic businesses are restaurants and food stores while non-ethnic 

businesses tend to be services such as automotive shops, banks, and public services. 

 In the City’s 2002 Union Square NRSA Plan, the City lists 208 businesses in Union Square. 

Like USMS’ tally, the 2002 Plan’s list includes a wide range of businesses from ethnic 

restaurants and stores to banks. The City wrote that Union Square’s businesses are typically 



39 

 

small and independently owned. The majority of the businesses are professional services such 

as doctors, accountants, and banks. There are also a large number of personal services such as 

hair salons and restaurants (both with and without liquor licenses) and specialty food shops as 

well. There is a small selection of independently owned clothing and furniture stores but very 

small percentage of traditional retail, which the City opines as inadequate for a healthy retail 

district (OSPCD 2008). This point will be debated later in this paper however. 

Union Square’s businesses are changing even without any city plans. In a recent 2011 

interview, Graney explained that Union Square’s businesses and their clientele have indeed 

been changing over time. For example, the Brazilian businesses in the district used to attract 

shoppers from all over the region but recently, clients have been more locally based. Graney 

also stated that clampdowns on illegal immigration and other policies have forced a few ethnic 

businesses to shut down. This view is supported by findings from Urban Borderlands student 

Caroline Kokulis of Brazilian business owners moving back to Brazil because opportunities in 

Brazil are growing faster than in the U.S. (Kolulis 2010). If the City wants Union Square to 

sustain itself as a robust but diverse community, it needs to find ways to help save businesses 

on top of finding ways to reduce the frequency at which its population is moving in and out. 

Failure to do so can negatively impact Union Square’s development as an intercultural center.  
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H. Public Space 

 
Figure 10 – Union Square Pedestrian Plaza, courtesy Jong Wai Tommee 
 

Union Square NRSA has relatively few public spaces given the general scarcity of space 

in an urban environment but it is fortunate to have a small pedestrian plaza located 

conveniently in the business district adjacent to the Somerville Community Access Television 

building. This plaza is a valuable tool for cross cultural activities and both Somerville Arts 

Council and Union Square Main Streets have hosted many events on it including its seasonal 

farmers market, several arts shows, concerts, and the annual Fluff and Puff event. The plaza 

itself is decorated with sculptures and other public art displays done by local artists and these 

art pieces contribute to visually advertising Union Square’s diverse identity.  
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Figure 11 – Parks in Union Square NRSA, source: MassGIS and Google Maps 

 

Other public spaces lie further away from the business center in other parts of the 

NRSA. The 2008 Plan listed four parks or gardens – the Allen Street Garden, the Stone Place 

Park, the Corbett-Mckenna Park, and the Nunziato Dog Parkas close by gathering places for 

residents to share. The 2002 Plan also mentions an additional four parks, that of Prospect Hill 

Park, Osgood Park, Perry Park, and Lincoln Park. Although not in the center of the NRSA (i.e. the 

business district) these are also likely valuable public spaces for different uses in the NRSA. 

According to the 2002 Plan, many are equipped with playing fields and ball courts and a few, 
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notably Prospect Hill Park, have historical monuments that tell about some of the local area’s 

history.  

I. Streetscape 

 
Figure 12 - Somerville Avenue at Union Square, courtesy Jong WaiTommee 
 

Other than its small plaza, the streetscape of Union Square is physically unfriendly to 

pedestrians of many groups. Major roads such as Somerville Avenue (its main throughway) are 

problematic for pedestrians because they are very wide and often busy with traffic.  As shown 

in the picture  above, one can see that Somerville Avenue is too wide for pedestrians to 

comfortably cross, not to mention the spot where the picture was taken, there is no streetlight 

or crosswalk either. Wide and busy avenues are unfriendly to any type of commercial district 

(Steiner and Butler 2007). Washington Street and Prospect Street are not much easier to cross 

as well. Such wide streets full of traffic may have served well for a period when the area was 

mostly industrial but that period is long past and Union Square seemingly needs a new identity.  
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J. Traffic patterns 

Union Square is the intersection of five major roadways and is a very busy intersection 

in terms of traffic. At the moment, Union Square’s major problem other than lack of rapid 

transit access is a heavy volume of vehicular traffic running through the square. De La Torre 

already made note of the heavy traffic as an impediment to Union Square’s revitalization back 

in 2005 and six years later, the situation is still the same. A 2007 traffic count conducted by the 

Boston Region Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO)2 shows an average of 29,600 cars 

passing through Union Square per weekday. Such a high volume of vehicular traffic can only 

mean significant impediments to pedestrians and as a result a loss of connectivity in the square. 

K. McGrath Highway 

 
Figure 13 - McGrath Highway at Somerville Avenue, courtesy Jong Wai Tommee 
 

 

                                                           
2
 The MPO or metropolitan planning organization is the quasi-governmental body in charge of transportation 

planning in the Metropolitan Boston Area. The author of this paper worked at the MPO for a year. 
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While McGrath Highway doesn’t actually cut through Union Square, it is close enough to 

influence the development of the neighborhood and likely the square itself. This highway was 

built in 1935 over what was previously a neighborhood boulevard (CBT et al. 2008). Union 

Square began to go into decline during this time and one possible reason was that the elevated 

highway cut through what was then the Brickbottom neighborhood thereby splitting it into two 

and destroying its character (CBT et al. 2008). Now, the position of the highway makes it 

difficult for residents of Union Square to cross over to Brickbottom and other neighborhoods to 

the east and acts like a physical barrier to pedestrian accessibility (McMorrow 2011). Pictured 

above is the intersection of Medford Street, Somerville Avenue and McGrath Highway (the 

elevated portion) just half a mile down on Somerville Avenue from Union Square. It is just one 

of many pedestrian unfriendly intersections along the entire stretch of McGrath Highway. Note 

that pedestrian crossings are either faded or non-existent and yet one of the local bus stops is 

seen all the way over by the glass retail shop which means passengers would have to cross all 

the way over to board the bus. In a 2010 field research project, Freemark et al. found that the 

elevated highway creates shadows that are unwelcoming to pedestrians and that vehicular 

traffic is very busy all along the stretch of McGrath Highway running through Union Square 

NRSA. Earle et al. (2010) seconded those findings in a subsequent project.  

 

 

 



45 

 

Chapter VII–Findings 

A. What have the city and neighborhood associations done to embrace and promote 

the diverse identity of Union Square? 

How open the city government and neighborhood associations are towards all groups is 

an indicator of whether Union Square is becoming intercultural. These entities are among the 

most important primary stakeholders in the community as what they do can have lasting 

effects on the community.3 

1. Work done by Office of Strategic Planning and Community Development (OSPCD) 

and Union Square Main Streets (USMS) 

As the umbrella authority in planning Union Square, it is critical that OSPCD recognizes that 

Union Square is a diverse place with specific needs. According to OSPCD’s 2008 Plan, the City 

has so far created a series of tools to show that they value Union Square’s unique identity.  

Listed below are a few. 

1. Union Square Main Streets  

2. Arts District and Transit Oriented Development 

3. Union Square Farmer’s Market 

4. Storefront Improvement Program 

5. Allen Street Community Garden 

                                                           
3
 Interview Questions for OSPCD and the neighborhood associations can be found in the appendix on page 78 
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One of the most critical initiatives by the City of Somerville in strengthening the character of 

Somerville is the incorporation of the Union Square Main Streets (USMS) association in 

2005(OSPCD 2008). According to the 2008 Plan Report, this association was put in charge of 

inventorying all businesses in Union Square. USMS is also in charge of promoting Union 

Square’s businesses and conducting periodic surveys on visitors to Union Square, their purposes 

of visiting, and what they had bought. De La Torre (2005) found critical weaknesses in the 

representation of USMS in that the organization did not advertise ethnic businesses to their 

fullest extent nor did it make good effort to seek representation from ethnic businesses but 

based on evidence in the 2008 Plan, that is changing. 

Another important thing that OSPCD has done is rezone a part of Union Square into a new 

arts district in 2009 (Rawson 2011). This special district allows for cultural and artistic 

entrepreneurs to have priority living and workspace in the community (Graney 2011). Creating 

an arts district or a district that allows inhabitants to show off their creative side was one 

intercultural planning method that Comedia had proposed in their Intercultural City Project 

(Collins & Friesen 2011). Rawson also said that parts of Union Square have been rezoned as 

Transit Oriented Development (TOD) zones which allow for higher density development so that 

more housing can be created and rents kept affordable. Union Square is unique in that recently 

the City zoned it at a higher inclusionary housing rate than any other Somerville neighborhood 

at 15% as opposed to 12.5% affordable housing in all other places. This is one indicator that the 

city government senses the need to assist Union Square’s diverse population, especially in 

preventing the area from becoming too dominated by any particularly income group. 
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The City has been active in making use of Union Square’s available space for public events. 

Examples of popular and successful events hosted by USMS are the Union Square Farmers 

Market and the Fluff and Puff festival celebrating the invention of marshmallow fluff in 

Somerville (OSPCD 2008). The 2008 Plan stated that both events drew large numbers of people 

to Union Square and the Farmers Market is beginning to draw participation from local 

businesses as well. Additional initiatives listed in the 2008 Plan aimed at strengthening Union 

Square are providing grants to local small businesses in Union Square to rehabilitate storefronts 

and creating several new gardens including the nearby Allen Street Community Garden. While 

the Plan made no reference to bringing residents together, community gardens can be 

considered possible places for individuals from different groups to come together. 

2. Work done by Somerville Arts Council (SAC) 

Equally important to the cause of intercultural planning in Union Square is the City’s 

designation of an arts district around the square. The Somerville Arts Council (SAC), a body 

appointed by Mayor Curtatone, has been put in charge of promoting arts and culture in the 

community. The SAC, together with the Union Square Main Streets and other stakeholders 

collaborate on a series of public events that take place right in the heart of Union Square’s 

business district. Each event has a specific theme such as ethnic food or something from 

Somerville’s history. For example, the Hungry Tiger Street Festival brings together cuisines from 

Asia, South America, and old world Europe all in one setting (Wicked Local Somerville 2011). 

SAC leads visitors on tasting tours going from one ethnic restaurant to another to sample 

different cuisines.  



48 

 

Rachel Strutt, the Program Manager for SAC, mentions in a 2011 interview that visitors to 

many of these events number in the hundreds and come from a diverse array of places, not just 

from the local community. Quite a few visitors actually hail from faraway suburbs and had it not 

been for the attractive cultural events in Union Square, might not have even considered visiting 

Somerville according to Strutt. Yet in the interview, Strutt also states that the SAC fully 

understands that they do not want Union Square to simply be a tourist attraction lest it does 

become too expensive for local businesses and residents, which is why SAC is making efforts 

such as the food tasting to advertise and help the local businesses as well. The aim of SAC at the 

end is to draw attention of visitors to the local businesses while also drawing attention of the 

local businesses to people who are new to their stores and to the area. The organization 

believes that it is doing a good job at this at the moment. 

3. Work done by Somerville Community Access Television (SCAT) 

Another key player in the promotion of social diversity is the Somerville Community 

Access Television (SCAT) station, which is conveniently and perhaps appropriately located in the 

heart of Union Square. According to Director Wendy Bom in a 2011 interview, SCAT is 

Somerville’s local cable network station and broadcasts and advertises many programs in 

different languages including Spanish, Portuguese, and Haitian Creole. Bom stated that there is 

continuous collaboration between individuals from different groups at SCAT to create 

programs. These programs range from local business advertisements to news concerning 

respective groups. Bom also stated that all of Union Square’s residents are aware of the 

diversity in the community and have contributed to strengthening it through radio and 



49 

 

television programs. Although SCAT’s programs are open to all Somerville residents and not just 

to those residing in Union Square, the fact that Union Square has many residents of Brazilian, 

Haitian, and Spanish descent implies that Union Square groups are aware of SCAT’s programs. 

In addition to broadcasting regular programs, SCAT also hosts a local youth program that brings 

together youth of all ages and ethnicities to learn about media arts and to broadcast youth 

oriented programs. Bom explicitly stated in the interview that this youth program enables 

Somerville’s diverse youth to be exposed to all different types of cultures. Through such work 

and a convenient location in Union Square, it is evident that SCAT plays a critical role in the 

intercultural planning of the Square. 

4. Work done by Somerville Community Corporation (SCC) 

Somerville Community Corporation (SCC) is Somerville’s community development 

corporation and advocates for affordable housing needs as well as community organizing.  

Based on a 2011 interview with Meredith Levy, SCC’s Community Organizing Director, part of 

SCC’s mission is to bring together different groups to work on initiatives to protect and improve 

their communities. According to Levy, SCC believes that simple advertising of its mission is not 

enough to draw attention from hard to reach groups. Rather, the organization uses a series of 

small group seminars, one on one sessions and a program called the Leadership Development 

Institute that trains individuals from all backgrounds to be effective community organizers and 

leaders as tools and techniques to unite communities. SCC employs a mix of long time 

employees who know the area well and newer, younger employees who may have stronger ties 

to recent immigrant groups and newer residents. In their programs, SCC permits and even 
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encourages non-English speakers to speak in their native languages while using a headphone 

system to translate for English speakers. In this way Levy says, non-English speakers are not 

intimidated by any requirements to speak English and are then much more confident and 

comfortable to express their opinions. SCC has had accomplishments helping diverse 

communities in the past including over 20 successes in obtaining affordable housing and the 

formation of several neighborhood and immigrant organizing groups (SCC 2009). 

In terms of Union Square’s specifics, Levy also opined that Union Square is the least 

segregated of all Somerville’s communities and that it is already to a great extent intercultural. 

It is in Union Square that SCC has seen increasing cooperation between immigrant groups, long- 

time residents, and the more educated young urban professional and college student groups. 

There are still challenges as several immigrant groups in Union Square are still not connected to 

each other and for SCC to bring together groups with extremely different backgrounds requires 

great effort and can be only done over the course of time. Nevertheless, as long as SCC is 

committed to its goals and mission, their work is another indicator that Somerville is embracing 

openness of different groups. Levy also stated that SCC is currently working on a plan to 

increase the income bracket for affordable housing qualifications, and to educate the public 

about the Green Line extension, efforts that will be discussed later in this paper. 

5. Conclusion-To what extent has the City and neighborhood associations embraced 

Union Square’s diversity and worked towards interculturalism? 

As far as the information provided from all of the interviews, the City and Union Square’s 

neighborhood associations have greatly embraced Union Square’s diversity and view it as 
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something that can market and promote the area and create opportunities for social and 

economic development. These are very important indicators because they show that these 

stakeholders have at least recognized Union Square’s unique attributes and are working to 

improve them. Through the pushing for official recognition of Union Square as an arts district 

and work done through the SCAT, SCC, SAC, and USMS,  the city and the neighborhood 

associations demonstrate that they want Union Square to be a dynamic destination and a real 

center for cross-cultural interaction for visitors and residents of all groups alike.  

If there are challenges for the City to plan Union Square into an intercultural center, they 

are likely to be economic and spatial challenges. Economic challenges in particular can seriously 

impact a community’s intercultural development (Collins & Friesen 2011). The City has made a 

substantial amount of proposals to redevelop several parcels and make tremendous 

improvements to Union Square’s streetscape and transportation but facing high costs, these 

are more of wish list items than tangible realities. An arts district may promote cross cultural 

interactions between different groups but the City according to the 2008 Plan has done 

relatively little economic development because of high costs and lack of space. The City has 

acknowledged significant obstacles such as increasingly expensive construction and real estate 

prices, competition from nearby communities, and the clean-up of brownfields such as the Kiley 

Barrel Site. While the City has taken to revamping old zoning codes to allow for denser 

development, these obstacles coupled with the threat of displacing ethnic businesses and low 

income residents can pose serious challenges to preserving Union Square’s current diversity 

and cross-cultural interactions if not addressed in timely fashion.  
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B. How open is the business community in Union Square to multiculturalism? 

 1. Findings from Urban Borderlands interviews  

While the city government and neighborhood associations play a large role in shaping Union 

Square into a center for intercultural interactions, local stakeholders such as neighborhood 

businesses and their patrons have just as big a role in developing intercultural relations. This 

section will analyze the extent to which this has been done and if ethnic businesses in Union 

Square are open to other groups and the extent to which individuals from other groups 

patronize one group’s business. Much of the information comes from interview reports done by 

Tufts Urban Borderlands students who did a field research study on Union Square in 2010 and 

further information comes from OSPCD’s 2008 Plan, from previous student theses, and recent 

correspondence with Union Square Main Streets. The subjects each Urban Borderlands student 

focused on are widely ranged and are listed below. 

Christiansen – Brazilian businesses 

Kokulis and Sheehan – salons (primarily Brazilian) 

Plitch – local foods 

Kim – Korean Businesses 

Lee – South Asian businesses 

Bowles – churches (of all denominations) 

 

 Based on the Urban Borderlands interview reports, Union Square’s business and 

residential community appears to be mixed in terms of moving in the direction of 

interculturalism. A common theme repeatedly occurring in the interviews is that ethnic 

businesses attract mostly patrons of the same ethnicity as the business. Several of the 
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businesses are independently owned salons, ethnic restaurants, and local services that are 

focused on catering to their own kind first. A large number of interviewees in Christiansen, 

Kokulis &Sheehan, and Lee’s reports stated that they view their businesses as places intended 

for their own ethnicity or as one interviewee put it as “oases” for people of their own ethnicity 

to shield away from the rest of Somerville and from other cultures (Kokulis & Sheehan 2010). A 

similar viewpoint is also shared by the Executive Director of USMS in the 2011 email 

correspondence that many of Union Square’s ethnic businesses are “destination” businesses for 

co-ethnic individuals seeking goods and services only their own kin can provide.  

Several Borderlands interviewees also admitted that there is an ongoing lack of 

communication between business owners of different ethnicities even though they would like 

to see improvements on this. A significant problem among business owners in Union Square is a 

language barrier between the different ethnicities, a point made by many of the interviewers 

including Kokulis & Sheehan, Plitch, and Lee and noted by De La Torre in her 2005 thesis. As 

evidenced in Union Square’s demographics, many of its residents are foreign born and quite a 

large percentage (50-60%) is not proficient in English. The businesses are generally able to 

advertise through the efforts of SAC’s multicultural events and SCAT’s radio and television 

programs because there are bilingual representatives at those organizations to assist them but 

in the absence of such assistance between the businesses themselves makes it hard for them to 

do any cross-cultural planning. The language and cultural barriers as suggested by one of 

Kokulis and Sheehan’s interviewees with entice members of one ethnicity to patronize only 

businesses owned by their own ethnicity as evidenced by the quote “For us we have 
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ourcustomers and they *the nearby salon+ have the Chinese customs…. There: only Chinese 

people. So we don’t thinkit’s competition for us… I think that Chinese people may feel 

comfortable in their own language,” (Kokulis &Sheehan 2010). This position may provide an 

atmosphere of comfort for clients as the interviewee stated but serves as an obstacle to turning 

Union Square into an intercultural center.   

This language barrier also seriously impacts the different churches interviewed by 

Bowles. Bowles found that the churches in and around Union Square are run by all types of 

individual ethnic groups ranging from Haitian and Latino to Nepalese. Quite often, Bowles 

stated, these individual congregations provide services only in their own languages and not in 

English. As a result, the rest of the Somerville community outside of the individual 

congregations has little interaction with these churches and the churches themselves do not 

involve themselves in any community events. Most of the churches are focused only on their 

own activities and not on anything else that is happening in Union Square. Some interviewees 

went so far as to say they didn’t even know much about the Green Line extension or the 

ongoing redevelopment. Still, Bowles also pointed out that some churches do lease space to 

other churches and congregations regardless of ethnicity or sect. There has been at least one 

instance that Bowles found of a Brazilian church leasing space to Spanish speaking 

congregations. 

Plitch, who focused on local foods, found that certain interests such as local foods mean 

different things to the local Brazilian community and the rest of Somerville.  To the Brazilians, 

local foods mean their own Brazilian imports. As one of Plitch’s interviewees explained “You can 
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say that Brazilian and Spanish food is the ‘local’ food.” but to other Somerville residents, local 

food means locally grown produce (Plitch 2010). One setback to cross cultural interaction as a 

result of this misunderstanding according to Plitch is that USMS failed to properly advertise its 

Union Square farmers market to the local Brazilian community and Brazilians were left out of 

the farmer market’s process. If this really is true, then it is an indicator that Union Square’s 

business community is not as open as it could be. A persistent language barrier might also have 

had affect as Plitch herself attested when she had a hard time defining certain words such as 

“local” in an interview she conducted in Portuguese. Plitch goes on to say that differences in 

beliefs and opinions may widen the gap between the different groups and destabilize cross 

cultural interaction, something Talen found in her 2008 case study to be a threat to a diverse 

community.  

 There is some evidence showing increasing signs of openness towards different groups 

however.  For example, Kim, who focused on Korean businesses, discovered one of the Korean 

businesses in Union Square has a practice of hiring non-Koreans, namely Latinos, to staff the 

business (Kim 2010). These non-Korean members are only required by the owner to learn as 

much Korean as needed to help customers find merchandise. Otherwise Kim states that they 

generally do not mind working in another ethnicity’s business. Communication with the 

business owner is more important. As one of Kim’s interviewees put it plainly “In business, 

there is no different [between immigrants and Americans]. The important thing is to know how 

to be understanding with the boss. To be understanding with them, you know….there isn’t a 

difference, everyone is equal.”(Kim 2010). Similarly, one of Kokulis and Sheehan’s Brazilian 
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interviewees told in her interview that she and her business partner readily learned Spanish to 

converse with Spanish customers (Kokulis &Sheehan 2010). This type of interaction can be 

considered an indicator of interculturalism but needs to be replicated on a wider scale for it to 

be sustainable.  

USMS’ position is that events such as the farmers market have improved relations 

between different groups by attracting neighborhood customers who might otherwise not have 

bothered with Union Square to shop at local ethnically owned businesses in the square (Graney 

2011). This position is supported by SAC as well (Strutt 2011). One of Kokulis and Sheehan’s 

Brazilian interviewees also stated that the farmer’s market among other things attracts 

different groups to one place. Finally, the USMS website reported very recently that Somerville 

Local First, another local association, has put together a Union Square chapter attempting to 

protect local businesses in the area from chain store competitions. These are signs that Union 

Square is progressing towards interculturalism albeit slowly and bumpily.   

2. Representation of ethnic businesses in Somerville Chamber of Commerce  

 Also of interesting note is the dearth of representation in the City’s chamber of 

commerce, which Phil Wood and Charles Landry stated is an indicator of openness of the 

business environment. The Somerville Chamber of Commerce (herein abbreviated as SCOC) 

stated its description as “an independent, private, non-profit 501 c 6 business association with 

380 members companies and organizations” and “the pre-eminent voice of the local business 

community and the leading network of employers, business owners and managers” while its 

mission statement is “to serve the membership while enhancing Somerville's quality of life” 
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(SCOC 2008). One ought to believe that this association is a primary body for all businesses to 

work together to address issues in their local business community.  

This issue was already noticed by De La Torre back in 2005 in which she stated that 

“Union Square’s businesses have poor representation in the chamber of commerce”. De La 

Torre did state that Union Square Main Streets was then aware of the issue but as of late, there 

has not been much change at all. I recently went into the SCOC website’s Business District 

Category section to take a look at Union Square’s businesses that were represented. There 

were many businesses in and around Union Square that are listed but none of the ethnic 

businesses interviewed by the Urban Borderlands students such as Reliable Market were listed.  

Of the ethnic businesses that OSPCD listed in their plan, only two or three were members of the 

Chamber’s Union Square business interest group (BIG) although intercultural stakeholders SCC 

and SCAT are also members. All of Union Square BIG’s members are listed below. 

A-1 New and Used Plumbing and Heating ABJ Foreign Auto Supply, Inc. 

Best Rate Insurance Bomas Machine Specialists, Inc 

Bornstein, L. & Co., Inc Boys & Girls Club of Somerville 

Braz Transfers, Inc.* Busnach Associates 

Community Action Agency of Somerville Cota-Struzziero Mckenna Funeral Home 

Excel Mechanical Inc. Frank Martelli Music Ctr. 

InCharge LLC Independent (The) 

John's Auto Sales Jules Catering 

Marfione Studio McIntire Brass Works, Inc. 
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Mike's Automotive Services Neighborhood Restaurant and Bakery* 

Precinct [Bar and Grill] Privitera, Francis D., Attorney 

Recover Green Roofs Ricky's Flower Market 

Serendipity Thrift Sillari Company, Inc. 

Somerville Community Access TV Somerville Community Corporation 

Somerville Home, Inc. Somerville Housing Group 

Stanhope Framers, Inc. Sullivan, J. J. Plumbing & Heating Co., Inc. 

Telecommunications Insight Group The Family Center 

Twister Media, Inc. Vaccaro, J.J., Inc. 

Table 2 – BIG Members (Reprinted from Somerville Chamber of Commerce website’s Union Square BIG section – 2008) 
*ethnic business 

 

I also checked the SCOC’s elected representatives and found that of 32 representatives, 

only ten were women and only one or two were of any ethnic heritage, namely Latino. Judging 

by names and facial appearances, I did not find any Haitian, East Asian, South Asian, or 

representatives of any other non-Latino ethnic groups. 

How important is representation in the SCOC and is this another indicator that Union 

Square’s business community is not as open to multiethnic businesses as it should be? In the 

2011 email correspondence with USMS executive director Mimi Graney, she gave a possible 

reason that the ethnic businesses in Union Square are likely not interested in the SCOC’s 

activities and are more concerned with issues affecting their own ethnicities. Graney added that 

the Chamber has historically not been well represented by businesses in all of East Somerville 

including Union Square (places correlated with high multiethnic population) but is dominated 
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by such businesses as banks and larger businesses that are not necessarily place-based. If these 

statements are really true, then the Somerville Chamber of Commerce, as a voluntary non-

binding body, may not be that important to Union Square’s intercultural planning. It seems 

after all that Union Square’s ethnic businesses are doing well without membership in the SCOC. 

From a cultural standpoint however, one ought to question why Union Square’s ethnic 

businesses are not interested in the SCOC. Graney in the 2011 email correspondence suggested 

that someone ought to conduct a study comparing the interests of ethnic and non-ethnic 

businesses in Union Square which might yield an answer to why ethnic businesses are not 

interested in the SCOC and whether this is a good thing or not.   

3. Conclusion – Are Union Square’s ethnic businesses displaying openness towards 

other groups?   

As the Urban Borderlands Project has found, interculturalism in the business community 

is already building at the micro scale (i.e. between individuals). USMS has lately improved its 

communications with ethnic businesses and in collaboration with SAC, is working hard to 

advertise such businesses through events such as the farmers market, which is a great 

improvement from 2005 when De La Torre surveyed this topic. The increasing success of SAC 

and USMS’ efforts to bring ethnic businesses together to collaborate on events can perhaps be 

partly owed to the fact that they are also geared towards solving economic issues and that 

ethnic businesses do want to become more noticed to a wider range of persons for economic 

reasons. The apparent existence of a language barrier on the other hand represents a problem 

that needs to be promptly addressed if Union Square is to truly become an intercultural center. 
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Poor communication can be a factor in apathy towards overall community participation, which 

might also explain the ethnic business’ lack of interest in the SCOC whereas non-ethnic 

businesses are well represented in the body. Union Square can truly be intercultural if the gap 

between the interests of all types of businesses is bridged. 

The indicator of representation in the municipal chamber of commerce as an indicator 

of interculturalism has been challenged by the findings from USMS and deserves to be 

reviewed. Director Graney’s interview responses suggest that a community like Union Square 

can become intercultural even without representation in the SCOC. While it is too early to 

entirely refute this indicator, questions must be raised as to why ethnic businesses are not 

interested in joining an association that is supposed to represent all business interests in a 

community. 

C. What is the effect of current planning processes on Union Square’s development into an 

intercultural center and are the processes open to all groups? 

Indicators of diversity and multiculturalism, indicators of social and cultural openness, 

indicators of openness of public space, these all contribute to a place’s development into an 

intercultural community. Yet what happens if the place’s government and community are 

already making other plans to change the place, plans that might not necessarily take in 

interculturalism as a goal? How would these changes affect the place’s transition? Are the City 

and community organizations including all groups in the planning process? Union Square is one 

such place. As Somerville OSPCD has stated in their 2008 plan, Union Square is going through a 
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stage of revitalization that the City hopes will transform it into a livelier, more livable place 

(OSPCD 2008). Included are plans to make physical changes and economic changes.  

Questions remain as to whether livability, accessibility and economic revitalization are 

actual prerequisites to interculturalism and while this paper does not have the time to 

theoretically address these questions, it is still important to take a close look to see if the 

planning processes of Union Square’s change are showing indicators leading to interculturalism. 

Past examples of revitalization such as Davis Square (see Owusu 2011) actually displaced ethnic 

and economic groups to the point that the community is unaffordable and the new population 

isn’t really diverse at all. There was scant evidence that locals were involved in the planning 

process in Davis Square. The future of Union Square’s diversity and the opportunity that it can 

develop into an intercultural community hinges not only on the City’s intentions but also the 

City’s methods and execution of plans.    

At this time, relatively little has been done in terms of actual physical planning and 

redevelopment of Union Square. Yet the City has much in store for the future depending on the 

Green Line extension, the transformation of McGrath Highway and other transportation 

improvements. These include purchasing of additional properties and extensive streetscape 

changes. The City is also trying to balance the income levels of the community through 

providing more affordable housing in Union Square. How these projects are executed can 

determine whether the City and the State are planning Union Square to become intercultural in 

the future. Will these projects improve communications between Union Square’s diverse 

residents or will they work to further drive apart the groups and possibly force out a few?  
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1. The Green Line Extension 

 This much anticipated project, now officially delayed until at least 2018, is touted 

as the catalyst to change in Union Square. The delay has caused both joy and frustration 

though. Strong proponents believe that the new transit line will revitalize the area and enhance 

what is already there including Union Square’s diverse population and businesses (Clark 2001, 

Zamore 2011). Critics, including a few ethnic business owners, bedevil the proposal stating that 

it will cause unwanted changes to the area (Lee 2010). Because the construction start date is 

years away, any notion of economic revitalization or threat cannot be seen yet. The planning 

process for this complicated project is what affects stakeholders at the moment however. 

There is overall a high degree of anxiety and a high degree of frustration from all different 

groups with the process right now. A few residents say that the continuous delay is scaring off 

businesses and investment from the area (Byrne 2011) while some existing business owners 

worry that the planning process will disrupt business just as recent construction in the area had 

(Kim 2010).  

According to SCC’s website, the organization is working hard in informing residents 

about the project. One major ongoing initiative is “Community Corridor Planning” which 

involves teaming up with other stakeholders such as STEP and educating low and moderate 

income residents of all ethnic groups about transit oriented development related to the Green 

Line extension and to come up with methods to prevent displacement (SCC 2009). SCC 

seemingly goes far to ensure that the residents most at risk of being displaced are included in 

the corridor planning and that the residents voice and spell out clear objectives in community 
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meetings (SCC 2009). Recent objectives agreed upon by the residents include keeping and 

adding local jobs, creating community gathering spaces, and connecting bus and rail transit 

once the Green Line is actually built (SCC 2009). The work of SCC in this initiative demonstrates 

that it is reaching out to all residents and helping plan Union Square together as a community. 

Yet, several Urban Borderlands interview respondents believe that Union Square does 

have the opportunity to become intercultural even without the Green Line extension. One 

Urban Borderland interviewee interviewed by Schwartz (2010) did not view the Green Line as a 

boon for business, stating that current customers either walk or drive to Union Square. Both 

Strutt (2011) at SAC and Levy (2011) at SCC also opine that Union Square is already intercultural 

to an extent and that moreover, any physical change to the square including the Green Line 

extension will likely bring both opportunities and challenges to the community but not destroy 

its diverse identity. If this were true, then one might argue that the Green Line is not needed to 

redevelop Union Square as an intercultural center and on the other hand, its subsequent 

construction will not stop Union Square from becoming intercultural. This viewpoint can also be 

supported by Owusu’s 2010 look at the changes that happened in Davis Square during the Red 

Line extension. Transit alone will not drastically change a community. Rather other things such 

as inconveniences to ethnic businesses and indicators that the community is not receptive to 

the needs of a certain group or groups are more likely to change the community.  

2. Plans to expand usable space in Union Square 

The City is not slow to brainstorm land use possibilities for Union Square. In spite of the 

continuous Green Line extension delays, Mayor Curtatone and his administration have already 
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taken steps to plan, rezone, and redevelop several parcels in the area to tie in to the Green Line 

extension. Among the proposals included in the 2008 Plan is to clean up the Kiley Barrel Site at 

the corner of Somerville Avenue and Prospect Street and redevelop it (Metzger 2010). Metzger 

reports that the former industrial site is laden with toxic chemicals and the sheer cost of 

cleanup will likely delay the completion of the task for several years. Other proposals include 

purchasing the United States Post Office building on Washington Street. To cut costs, the U.S. 

Postal Service has mentioned plans to move to a smaller location in Union Square and 

potentially selling the old 25,000 square foot property to the City, which plans to use it for a 

potential arts center (Dreilinger 2011). 

All of this additional usable space can have a positive effect on the local community as 

long as the City promises to make beneficial use of the new properties. Such proposals as a new 

arts center, especially one that can exhibit the efforts of the local community, seem to be in the 

direction of intercultural planning. The Kiley Barrel site, which will take longer to develop, is an 

especially important property piece given that its sheer size and extremely contaminated 

conditions are scaring off many private developers (Byrne 2011). Yet with three recent grants 

totaling $600,000 to help clean up the site, the City ought to be able to eventually find uses for 

it (Orchard 2011).  

3. Current attempts to preserve and increase affordable housing 

The affordable housing situation, arguably one of the chief economic issues in Union 

Square, is a continual thorn to residents and developers alike. The City has taken different 

routes in trying to make the area more affordable and diverse.  It has already zoned Union 



65 

 

Square residences to require 15% affordable units as opposed to 12.5% in all other places 

(Rawson 2011). Rawson stated that the City also administers several programs aimed at 

providing financial support to small residential landlords and first time homebuyers while 

creating deed restrictions to ensure a continuous supply of quality affordable housing (yet 

Rawson did not give any explicit financial amounts).  

The positive effect of all of these attempts is miniscule according to other community 

actors such as SCC (Levy 2011). For example according to Levy, if the city government set aside 

certain units intended for persons who earn60% of the income of dwellers in market rate units 

then those units are closed off to residents who cannot even earn 60% income. As shown in the 

Demographics Section above, Union Square’s median household income is $41,509 which is 

even lower than the citywide average. This means there is a still a sizable number of residents 

who do not make that 60% bracket and any reduction of units for the below 60% group will 

likely drive such residents out of Union Square. With the decrease in low income residents likely 

comes the decrease of ethnic immigrants, young artists, and other individuals who would make 

up a diverse, multicultural community. Gorewitz (2007) earlier voiced doubt that the current 

supply of affordable housing is adequate and envisioned a similar future for the square unless 

something concrete is done about housing. This would be a setback to interculturalism. 

Currently, SCC is embarking on two initiatives along with local residents of all ethnicities 

to combat displacement and improve affordable housing. One initiative, titled “The East 

Somerville Action Plan”, deals specifically with mitigating the displacement of East Somerville’s 

diverse population (SCC 2009). Several hundred local residents in 2007 participated in the 
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creation and adoption of this plan which identified 27 objectives about housing and community 

improvements and since then SCC has been closely monitoring the progress of those 27 

objectives (SCC 2009). The other initiative is the “Anti Displacement Campaign” which involves 

preserving affordable housing through SCC’s Affordable Housing Organizing Committee (AHOC) 

and pushing for new affordable housing in new developments (SCC 2009). The AHOC according 

to SCC is represented by tenants, homeowners, and agency representatives and while nothing 

has been mentioned about the number of ethnic residents sit in it, it is safe to assume through 

SCC’s other work that they have some representation on this body as well. However, as SCC is 

not the main decision maker in providing affordable housing, its strong efforts do not guarantee 

success in increasing affordable housing.  

4. Plans to move the main library and city hall to Union Square  

The move to relocate the main library and the city hall to Union Square is on account of 

convenience. Union Square stakeholders such as USMS began toying with the idea of relocating 

the library to Union Square to attract more foot traffic as early as 2006 (Rogers 2006). The idea 

was shelved for a while but recently, the City took up the idea again. Mayor Curtatone opines 

that the library and City Hall’s current locations are not convenient enough for local residents to 

access while Union Square is a much more centralized location (Metzger 2011). Yet in addition 

to reasons for convenience, this move can actually be a bold move to further enhance cross-

cultural relations between different groups. During the 2011 interview with SCAT, the director 

Wendy Bom also voiced support for the proposal, stating that the library can couple with a new 

arts center and SCAT, which will very likely turn Union Square into a dynamic intercultural 
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center. This proposal is still being debated and nothing concrete has been set yet. The City is 

seeking a $13 million state grant to match $46 million from a public/private partnership 

between the city government and stakeholders to fund the project though (Metzger 2011). 

5. Plans to change up the business district 

Based on what is written in both the 2002 and 2008 Plans as well as the interviews with 

several stakeholders, there is growing evidence that the City wants Union Square’s business 

district to have more vitality. Such statements made in the 2008 Plan as “Union Square lacks 

some of the essential retail and service establishments that create linkages among businesses 

and promote pedestrian activity” tell that the City wants to see more businesses that are 

popular attractions to move into Union Square. The 2008 Plan suggests movie theaters, artists’ 

galleries, bookstores, gift shops, and other more traditional anchors. The opportunities brought 

by such businesses are that they, in combination with an improved streetscape, can attract 

traffic to existing businesses as well and complement the existing businesses. The risks are that 

these businesses may end up competing with the local businesses which largely don’t have 

much capital in the first place (as the 2008 Plan states) and forcing them out of Union Square. 

This is more likely if national chain stores selling similar goods set up shop either in or near the 

square. 

On top of the desire to attract new businesses, the City’s latest District Improvement 

Plan proposes to seize the property currently housing Reliable Market by eminent domain to 

demolish it and replace it with a new parking garage/retail complex (Oliveira 2010) (Dreilinger 

2010). The same goes with the property housing Ricky’s Flower Market which is a long time 
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Union Square landmark (Dreilinger 2010). Even though this move might be beneficial to Union 

Square in the long run by moving parking underground and freeing up surface space, the move 

might hurt independently owned businesses like Reliable or Ricky’s. Such businesses might not 

have the capital to restart once the new complex is built even with government compensation. 

Already, a few business owners, ethnic and non-ethnic, are upset that the City took so long to 

inform them of the plan and they fear that things are happening too quickly for them to adapt 

to the changes (Dreillinger 2010) (Nash 2010). Some also are beginning to believe that the City’s 

motives are meant to attract businesses that will raise revenue for the city but destroy the 

currently multicultural image of Union Square (Dreillinger 2010). 

The changes to the business district, which involve prime stakeholders such as ethnic 

businesses, their clientele, and neighborhood organizations that rely on the support of local 

residents and business owners, are among the most sensitive issues affecting Union Square 

right now. For all of the City’s efforts, one area that needs improvement is in working with 

Union Square’s ethnic businesses and local residents. At issue is an urge on the City’s part to 

increase municipal revenue through attracting new businesses. While the City has made some 

assurances that it does not intend to chase out existing businesses, it has to do more to actually 

prevent this from happening.  

6. Plans to convert McGrath Highway into an urban boulevard 

As already described in Chapter V, the elevated portion of McGrath Highway is falling 

apart and the entire highway serves as an inconvenient barrier to cross from one side to the 

next. Neither the City nor the surrounding community have been ignorant of these facts and 
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are planning changes at the present. Recently, Somerville Mayor Curtatone alongside state 

transportation officials has voiced desire to tear down the elevated structure and convert the 

entire highway back into an urban boulevard which it once was (McMorrow 2011).There have 

been no specific design plans as of yet and ideas are still floating as to what to do with the 

highway (Metzger 2011). However, as with many other transportation projects, it is likely to be 

difficult to obtain funding and will take time to accomplish. Perhaps for this reason, the State 

has very recently opted to rehabilitate the elevated bridge and give it another 10 to 15 years in 

life (Metzger 2011). SCC has followed the project closely since 2006 and through its East 

Somerville Neighbors for Change (ESNC) committee has submitted requests for improvements 

to pedestrian crossing times, which the City has agreed to (SCC 2009). 

 7. Conclusion - What is the effect of current planning processes on Union Square’s 

development into an intercultural center? 

 It is increasingly evident that the City’s plans to change up the housing, businesses, and 

space of Union Square have more effect on intercultural planning than the Green Line 

extension. This conclusion supports that conclusion made by Owusu in his 2011 thesis on Davis 

Square that regardless of new transit, a community will experience drastic changes if the city 

government does not step in to assist the existing residents who are in need. Owusu concluded 

that Davis Square is largely gentrified and based on interviews with SCC, STEP, and OSPCD 

Union Square will also meet the same fate if nothing is done. Right now Union Square does not 

have much immediately available space to provide for more housing and the City’s affordable 

housing policy still seems inadequate despite increasing efforts to make housing affordable. 
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Available properties have to be made out of redeveloping sites such as Kiley Barrel and 

expanding the community beyond McGrath Highway where there is currently only mostly 

industrial land. Also, the City needs to be careful in its revitalization plans, especially plans 

involving the business district, and not have its mind too focused on generating greater 

revenues through new businesses. This too bears the risk of driving out existing businesses and 

residents. 

 The diverse Union Square community is beginning to play a large role in Union Square’s 

planning and revitalization partly as a result of SCC’s efforts. With the liberty of speaking in 

their own languages as well as continuous support from SCC for voicing their opinions, 

individuals from all ethnic backgrounds are able to participate in the planning processes of 

Union Square. Other stakeholder organizations such as SAC with its focus on ethnic foods and 

STEP with its focus on public transit accessibility also contribute to making this possible. The 

success of these organizations’ initiatives can be viewed as an indicator of further success in 

planning Union Square as an intercultural center. All is not complete however. SCC and like 

organizations hold only part of the stakes in planning Union Square and they do not make the 

final decision. If language barriers persist or if the City does not make efforts to further attract 

representatives of ethnic groups to get involved, then such groups will continue to demonstrate 

apathy or indifference to intercultural planning. 
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Chapter VII–Final Conclusion and Policy and Planning Recommendations 

At a Massachusetts Smart Growth Alliance “Great Neighborhoods” Summit in June of 

2011, Mayor Curtatone publically stated that he is fully in support of a diverse Somerville and a 

vibrant cultural arts scene. When asked how would Somerville continue to transform into a 

culturally colorful city after he leaves office, Curtatone responded by saying that Somerville has 

enough partners and stakeholders to carry on the effort without him. Mayor Curtatone did not 

explicitly say that he wants Somerville to become intercultural but his short speech hinted at 

that direction.  

As one of the chief centers in Somerville, Union Square has enough diverse residents 

and businesses to develop into an intercultural center and based on all of the information 

collected in this paper, is likely to lead in the vanguard of intercultural development in 

Somerville. There are indicators that the city government, community organizations and 

associations, and some residents and businesses are working towards this goal and are 

generally supportive of the idea. Based on the efforts of OSPCD, SAC, SCC, and USMS, it is 

evident that Somerville does embrace diversity and is working hard to support it. The 

businesses and residents themselves are also showing signs of openness towards each other 

though some barriers remain. The physical infrastructure of Union Square is rather unfriendly 

to pedestrians and transit riders but it is not stopping the community from being increasingly 

diverse. On that note, there is still work to be done to strengthen Union Square’s ability to 

become intercultural however and much of this work will likely have to be done after Mayor 

Curtatone leaves office. The recommendations below serve as guidelines for this work. 
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 Mayor Curtatone’s library in Union Square concept is one such good recommendation. 

Parks and plazas are good places for people of different backgrounds to come and meet each 

other but places that are more conveniently indoors will enhance such social interaction. The 

library concept is an excellent idea because libraries have been found to be strong magnets 

attracting persons of different groups together for social purposes almost as if they were 

cultural centers themselves (Davies 1974). One San Diego city councilor even went as far as 

saying that libraries are the “fabric of the city” (Persinger 2011) meaning that it is the libraries 

that bring together all of a city’s culture into one location.  In as much as supermarkets are 

needed for affordable groceries, libraries more often provide the only media materials to low 

income individuals who cannot obtain such materials elsewhere (Laidler 2008).  In terms of 

intercultural planning, relocating the main library to Union Square is a powerful idea. While this 

is definitely not something that can be done in the near future, it is a positive sign that the 

current Somerville government is in favor of revitalizing Union Square while still preserving its 

diverse feel and bringing together different cultures. Future administrations have to keep this 

proposal in mind. 

 Proper communication between all stakeholders is important. A city or community may 

have great ideas to promote diversity and cross cultural communications but if it does not 

properly advertise in ways that all affected groups understand, then the ideas will fail to 

accomplish their goals. Plitch’s example of the Brazilian community’s interpretation of “local 

foods” shows that misunderstandings do happen but they must be quickly corrected. Removing 

language barriers between different groups is necessary. This can be done by increasing 
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opportunities to learn both English and the various languages spoken in Union Square’s 

community such as Haitian Creole and Portuguese. For starters, the Somerville Public Library 

has a long list of ESL resources and local organizations including SAC that offer ESL courses or 

opportunities to strengthen language skills (Somerville Library website 2011). Bunker Hill 

Community College also occasionally offers language courses at Somerville’s nearby Mystic 

Activity Center (though no courses have been listed for the Fall 2011 semester) and other 

satellite campuses. It is interesting to find out how many people take advantage of these 

courses. If economic need, poor advertising or transportation inconvenience are reasons why 

more people aren’t taking advantage of these programs, then someone in the city and 

community ought to conduct a study to find out what can be done. 

On top of language learning opportunities is an entire satellite community college 

campus similar to Bunker Hill Community College’s secondary campus right in Chelsea’s 

downtown or Middlesex Community College’s campus in Central Square, Lynn. Community 

college campuses act like community centers in some ways in that they offer many services that 

local residents would benefit from such as fitness centers, recreational features, and lounge 

areas. They are also able to draw the attention of all different types of groups together to one 

place where they are very likely to communicate across cultures. It would be another source for 

employment in the local community as well. If successfully implemented, a community college 

secondary campus alongside a cultural and arts center and a public library can prove to be a 

powerful intercultural planning tool that would significantly empower the residents of Union 

Square. 
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Likewise, no matter how diverse a community is if there are no safeguards put in place 

to ensure that all residents and businesses regardless of economic background can stay, the 

community will neither remain an economically healthy community nor will it become 

intercultural. This point has recently been raised by academics challenging Comedia’s 

intercultural planning model (Collins & Friesen 2011). Local businesses have to be protected 

because they are the ones that give Union Square its multiethnic character. In an intercultural 

framework, the City needs to be careful in attracting the right types of businesses to Union 

Square so that its diverse identity can be preserved.  Planning to accommodate existing 

businesses, ethnic and non-ethnic, as well as attracting new ones can have both risks and 

opportunities. With the correct mix, both new and old businesses can coexist together. 

However businesses that compete with and challenge the existence of local businesses should 

not be welcomed. The City should also only resort to eminent domain as a last resort and 

should not even think about it as a valid option for redevelopment. Businesses should not be 

inconvenienced by needless physical changes and those changes that are needed ought to be 

done in ways that least interferes with the community. 

What the City should rely on are existing methods of attracting business to Union 

Square while protecting local businesses such as Somerville Arts Council’s numerous events, 

Union Square Main Street’s recent efforts to market local businesses, and establishing Union 

Square as an arts district, which inevitably has to protect the cultures in the square. The City 

should consider looking at short term business leases in Union Square to find out if small 

businesses can afford any hikes in lease. In addition the City really ought to find representatives 
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that can work with Union Square’s main ethnic groups such as the Brazilians and Haitians. Even 

though SCC is making great efforts at this, the City taking a strong leadership role in reaching 

out to diverse groups gives a good message that it appreciates the existence of such different 

groups. It can reach out through SCC and other stakeholders for ethnic participants willing to 

participate in its own focus groups which will be a very good overall improvement in 

communications with ethnic groups.   

Keeping the area affordable for local residents is equally as important as protecting local 

businesses. With the current statutes on inclusionary zoning, it is challenging for any city or 

town to provide affordable housing without going against market forces. However, for 

Somerville as a city and Union Square as a community with a large diverse population and 

limited space, the importance of affordable housing is greater. This is why the City has to 

continue working closely with SCC and other community stakeholders such as landlords to 

maintain as much affordable units as possible. The methods it employs may increasingly come 

off as non-regulatory techniques such as covenants and deed restrictions. If landlords and 

property owners see that their tenants are important assets to the community regardless of 

income, then there is a likelier chance that they will not price out the tenants. The City must do 

its part to communicate with all residents and advertise Union Square with a strong definition 

of what it intends the square to be. The improvement of communications is a very critical 

matter to maintaining affordability as Gorewitz in his 2007 thesis envisioned a Union Square 

that is no longer affordable because the City failed to communicate with stakeholders to keep it 
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affordable. Hopefully, this can be avoided with good communication between the City 

communicates and the community. 

The plans for McGrath Highway also play a role in Union Square’s intercultural planning. It has 

the opportunity to reunite neighborhoods that were previously separated. This conversion 

would have the potential to increase foot traffic to Union Square and thereby increased 

patronage to the local businesses while possibly increasing the amount of housing in the area to 

offset the high real estate prices in Union Square (McMorrow 2011). It has the opportunity to 

slow down traffic and make the road easier for all individuals to walk on (Brauer et al. 2010). As 

evidenced in the demographics section of Chapter V, there is a large elderly population that 

lives on the opposite side of McGrath Highway that can access the amenities in the Union 

Square NRSA once the highway is converted. An urban boulevard adorned with flowers, trees, 

and shrubs and equipped with benches would beautify the entire area to a degree that 

residents can appreciate living there and would want to stay there while also attracting visitors. 

All of these are good reasons that an urban tree lined boulevard would much better serve to 

unite the community than an elevated access highway. 

 Beyond the indicators established by academics, the City also ought to look at whether 

their desired concepts of TOD, liveliness, mixed use of space and livability are actually helpful to 

the intercultural planning of Union Square. Can these concepts even serve as additional 

indicators of intercultural planning?  This is an important question because if the Green Line is 

finally built, transportation and housing improvements are finally made, and Union Square is 

finally a transit oriented destination, what then becomes of the local ethnic businesses in the 
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community? Will they thrive because of the anticipated increase in foot traffic and the efforts 

of local stakeholder groups or will they falter because new residents and visitors, who may not 

be interested in small independently owned businesses, crowd out the old residents and 

businesses like what happened in Davis Square? It is interesting that the City’s planning 

department can put out two conflicting plans or policies, one protecting Union Square’s identity 

and the other seeking things that might just destroy that identity. Beyond the findings of this 

paper, continuous research has to be done to ensure that policies do not conflict each other. 

 Finally, the City and all of the neighborhood groups must keep in mind that no one 

stakeholder can determine the extent that a place like Union Square can become intercultural. 

Interculturalism after all is a concept built upon continuous interaction and communication 

between different groups and can be achieved only by different actors together going through 

a series of steps. The city government as the principal authority of the city has an important 

role in preserving the multicultural appearance of the community but the residents and 

business owners themselves have to have the desire to cross-communicate as well. All 

stakeholders have to work together to indicate that the community really is becoming 

intercultural and not just multicultural. 
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Appendix – List of primary interview questions 

Somerville Office of Strategic Planning and Community Development (OSPCD) 

1)  How does current zoning in Union Square help preserve the diversity of the square (i.e. the 
ethnic businesses and the residents)? 
  
2)    Are there any threats to Union Square’s diversity posed by current zoning? If there is, then 
how is the City addressing the issue or plans to address the issue? (If you can, comment on 
what is happening in 378-390 Somerville Avenue because I’m hearing different things in the 
media. 

 
3) The 2008 Plan stated the City is taking another look at the infrastructure and transportation 
needs around Union Square after the community failed to reach consensus on the 2002 plan. 
Have there been any updates to this?        

4)   Has there been any further work on improving the pedestrian plaza? How might changes to 
the plaza improve Union Square’s appearance? 

  
5)   What provisions does the City have in store to maintain affordable housing in the event that 
it cannot increase the number of housing units in the area?  

 
Union Square Main Streets (USMS) 

 
1) How does current zoning in Union Square help preserve the diversity of the square (i.e. the 

ethnic businesses and the residents)? 

  
2)  Are there any threats to Union Square’s diversity posed by current zoning?  
  
 
3) I recently checked the Somerville Chamber of Commerce's website to look up what 
businesses were represented but did not find any of the ethnic businesses in Union Square 
listed. Has representation of diverse businesses in the Chamber of Commerce been an issue 
lately?  
 
 
4) In what ways can this negatively affect the ethnic businesses in Union Square and ultimately 
Union Square's strength as a community? 
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Somerville Community Corporation (SCC) 
 
1) To your knowledge, how well does Union Square support a diverse range of residents and 
businesses that can turn it into an intercultural center? 
 
2) From your experience do many groups get involved in community organizing or are some 

groups hard to target? 
 
3) How receptive are the individuals from different groups in working with each other? How 

often are there cross-cultural disagreements? 
 
4) What tools has SCC employed to reach out to different groups, especially ones who are 

foreign language speakers, to participate in the community? 
 

5) To your knowledge, how successful are the different groups coexisting with each other in 
Union Square? 

 
6) How adequate is current zoning in Union Square for accommodating affordable housing 

units? Do there need to be any changes? 
 
7) How is the proposed Green Line extension an (1) opportunity and a (2) threat to Union 

Square's diverse stability? 
 

8) Same with the proposed new developments around Union Square (Boynton Yards etc) - are 
these more of opportunities or threats to Union Square's diversity? 
 

9) Would Union Square benefit from being an intercultural center? 
 
 
Somerville Transportation Equity Partnership (STEP) 
 

1 To what extent does the public transportation in Union Square have to be improved to meet the 
needs of its diverse population? What are the most critical transportation needs of the area?  
 
2 What are the threats and opportunities that Union Square faces to preserving and enhancing 
a diverse, multicultural neighborhood? 
 
3 Based on STEP's research and outreach, how much is the Green Line extension a threat and 
an opportunity to Union Square's diverse population and diverse array of businesses?  
 
4 What has the city and state done so far in terms of transportation needs to improve Union 
Square and what plans do they have in place?   
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5 Do any transportation proposals threaten to bring about unwanted changes (I hate to use the 
word "gentrification" which is politically incorrect much of the time) to the area?  
 
6 Do any transportation proposals promise to bring about sincere improvements to the area in 
terms of accessibility, walkability, connectivity, and anything else? 
 
7 How would the redevelopment of McGrath Highway help the Union Square neighborhood in 
terms of its residents and businesses?  
 
8 What else should I know about Union Square's redevelopment that might potentially affect its 
diverse population? 

 
Somerville Community Access Television (SCAT) 

1) What role do you see SCAT in promoting diversity in the community? 

2) Has there been much dialogue in preserving Somerville’s diversity? 

3) How much collaboration has there been to reach out to different groups? 

4) To what extent has SCAT’s youth program played a role in fostering cross-cultural dialogue? 

5) What tools and techniques have people used to get their word out? How successful has each 

group been? 

6) Has the Green Line extension and Union Square redevelopment been hot topics? 

7) Do different groups know about issues facing the community as a whole? 

8) What else should I know?   

Somerville Arts Council (SAC) 

1) Does SAC play a role in promoting diversity? 

2) How has SAC promoted Somerville’s diversity? 

3) How well does Union Square support a diverse range of arts and culture? 

4) What are the threats to Union Square’s diversity and how can SAC step in to counter those 

threats? 
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5) Has there been great attendance at SAC’s events in Union Square? 

6) Beyond events, do people understand the mission of SAC and the importance of an arts 

council? 

7) In what ways will the proposed Green Line extension help the new arts district? 

8) Can Union Square become a true intercultural center without the Green Line? 

Somerville Local First (SLF) –Never responded 

1) Union Square seems to be a much talked about location in Somerville. What makes Union 

Square so popular or so special? 

2) What made you want to start a Union Square chapter in SLF?  

3) So far, what are the threats to Union Square's businesses and does this threaten its ethnically 

diverse makeup? 

4) What are strengths and benefits that Union Square has that can help turn it into a center of 

cross-cultural understanding. 

5) If Union Square does become a center of cultural competency in which people of all 

backgrounds are attracted to the square for a wide range of purposes, how can this benefit the 

community? Would SLF want to see something like this happen and why or why not? 
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