
The Democratic National Convention in July 2004 marked a major
event for Boston. It also set a milestone for EDAW. That same week-

end, on July 26, on the large dirt field where once stood the Central
Artery viaduct (familiarly known as “the green monster”), the city of
Boston dedicated the Rose Kennedy Greenway, an urban construction
site reconnecting the waterfront with downtown. The big white tent set
up on temporary sod sheltered flowers, fountains, folding chairs for 600,
and a grand piano. Senator Edward Kennedy, Jean Kennedy Smith,
Eunice Kennedy Shriver, Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney, Boston
Mayor Thomas Menino, and many members of the Kennedy family and
their friends gathered for the impressive ceremony, during which the
soon to be parkland was dedicated to Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy. Mrs.
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Project: Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy Greenway, Wharf District Park
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Key Players: Massachusetts Turnpike Authority (MTA), Boston Redevelopment

Authority (BRA), Mayor’s Completion Task Force, Wharf District Task Force,
Artery Business Committee (ABC), Boston Society of Architects (BSA),
Boston Society of Landscape Architects (BSLA), Boston Globe

Major Issues: Political control, final stage of a complex project with a long and
embattled history
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Kennedy grew up in the North End of Boston, the daughter of Boston
mayor “Honey Fitz,” and later became the wife of legendary financier
and ambassador Joseph Kennedy, mother of nine children and, ulti-
mately, matriarch of a political dynasty that has shaped modern
American life. 

For the 16 long months preceding this ceremony, EDAW’s design
team had been laboring day and night to shape the Wharf District Park,
the centerpiece and “the part of the Rose Kennedy Greenway where the
city meets the sea,” in the words of EDAW’s client, the Massachusetts
Turnpike Authority (MTA).1 For me, the highlight of the presentation
came as Mayor Menino, standing center stage in front of the crowd, with
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1-1 The Wharf District Park is the section of the Rose Kennedy Greenway that borders the waterfront. © 2005 
by EDAW.
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large banner drawings of our proposed park designs behind him, told
Governor Romney and MTA Chairman Matthew J. Amorello that the
park designs looked great and it was time to end the public meetings and
build it. His words marked the culmination of more than 100 public
meetings, several daunting encounters with the Boston press, and a
public process that put a lot of people through the wringer.

When I looked over the crowd, I saw familiar faces from our public
(and not so public) meetings. If any one of these people had told me just
a few months earlier that we’d be sitting together at this dedication, I’d
have voiced serious doubts, for there had been moments when the
whole project seemed in jeopardy. At times, in fact, our design team did
not feel welcome anywhere in Boston, for the design process had turned
into a political minefield, and we were not at all sure we would get
through it in one piece. But here we were. 

THE BIG DIG

In retrospect, it is easy to cite many obvious reasons for the difficulties of
this process and project. The Central Artery/Tunnel Project, more com-
monly known as the “Big Dig,” was a 20-year, $16 billion effort to sub-
merge a multilane highway (the Central Artery of the John F. Kennedy
Expressway) through the center of downtown Boston.2 As one of the
largest public projects ever undertaken in the United States, and carry-
ing the highest price tag, it was naïve of us to think it would be like other
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1-2 The site of the fu-
ture Wharf District Park.
The elevated multilane
highway, affectionately
known as “the green mon-
ster,” had separated the
city from its waterfront
since the 1950s. © 2005
by EDAW. Photograph by
Dixi Carrillo.
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parks and projects we had successfully completed around the world. In
embarking on the final stage of a project with a long and notorious his-
tory, we would have been wise to take nothing for granted. But, of
course, only hindsight is 20/20.

When it was announced in December 2002, after a four-month se-
lection process, that the EDAW and Copley Wolff Design Group team
had been awarded the Wharf District Park project, we were elated. We
felt honored and fortunate to have won the design competition for the
largest of three parks in the Rose Kennedy Greenway. The park site, a
five-acre median in the historic wharf center of downtown Boston, was
to be a long-awaited prize for its citizens. Competition for the project
had been fierce. Every reputable and well-known firm had contended for
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1-3 Dewey Square
Project, similar to cross
section of Wharf District
Park. The Rose Kennedy
Greenway was the final
phase of the Central
Artery Tunnel, the most
complicated and expen-
sive project in U.S. his-
tory. © 2005 by
Massachusetts Turnpike
Authority.
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it. (The design contract for the North End Park went to the team of
Crosby | Schlessinger | Smallridge of Boston, and Gustafson Guthrie
Nichol of Seattle; and Carol R. Johnson Associates of Boston was
awarded the contract for the Chinatown Park.) 

The high point had come when we had presented our winning pre-
liminary designs to Senator Edward Kennedy, and everything about the
project seemed poised to move forward quickly. As it turned out, that
would be our last moment of calm for a very long time. As Alan Berger
commented later in an article he wrote for Landscape Architecture mag-
azine, “After seeing what EDAW has gone through over the past year, the
losing teams are probably now thinking they were the actual winners.”3

EDAW went into Boston with its usual resources: a talented design
team, a sincere willingness to work closely with the public to forge a
common vision, and adequate political know-how to deal with the pow-
ers that be. As we embarked on the project, we understood from the MTA
that the Boston Central Artery Master Plan, put together in 1999 by
SMWM of San Francisco, had set out the basis for the design and a vision
for the Greenway. (See color image 1.) We learned that numerous public
meetings had taken place over the last 15 years, and therefore we as-
sumed that the general direction was determined and the issues re-
solved. Our job, we thought, was to design the $16 million Wharf District
Park and hold a few public meetings to vet the design with stakeholders
and the public. Only much later would we discover that our public
process for the Wharf District Park would be the most thorough and in-
clusive process ever attempted in Boston. It would have helped to have
known this from the outset.

But in those early, halcyon days, everything seemed straightforward,
including the public process. We would hold meetings with stakehold-
ers, some in groups and several in one-on-one interviews. These would
continue over a few months while we worked on the design for the park.
We scheduled meetings with several groups of stakeholders. These in-
cluded more than 60 business owners in the Wharf District, represented
by the Artery Business Committee (ABC); occupants of the residential
towers designed by I. M. Pei in the 1970s, represented by the Wharf
District Task Force; and the Mayor’s Central Artery Completion Task
Force, appointed by Mayor Menino and cochaired by Mark Maloney, di-
rector of the Boston Redevelopment Authority, and Robert Tuchmann, a
prominent Boston real estate attorney. The Completion Task Force was
charged with overseeing governance and funding of the parks and open
space above the downtown portion of the project, as well as coordinat-
ing the interaction of the adjoining neighborhoods with the project. 

Another stakeholder was the National Park Service, part of a parks
consortium that planned to build pavilions in the Wharf District Park to

THE B IG  D IG 5

1335.ch01  1/12/06  12:39 PM  Page 5



serve as downtown gateways to the Boston Harbor Islands National
Recreation Area. A number of other groups and individuals took part in
discussions and meetings, including local historians, design profession-
als, high school and college students, and various nonprofit organizations. 

As previously noted, for the project, we associated with Copley Wolff
Design Group, a Boston-based firm. Both Lynn Wolff and John Copley,
long-time residents of Boston, are committed professionals who have
been adroit at producing award-winning work in the Boston environ-
ment. Our lead designer was Dennis Carmichael, an EDAW principal
and vice president, recipient of dozens of design awards, and 2006 pres-
ident of the American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA). In short,
ours was a highly experienced and capable team. Initially, many of the
stakeholders, who were interested in the design team’s depth and range
of experience, seemed satisfied with the prospect of working with us. But
soon we were hit with the opposite impression—specifically, that the lo-
cal design community believed that a Boston park needed a Boston firm
in the lead. This was our earliest and clearest sign of trouble ahead. 

BENEATH THE SURFACE

Boston began constructing the Big Dig in 1991, and the Rose Kennedy
Greenway is in its final stage. Because it seems to have gone on forever,
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1-4 High school stu-
dents from Mayor
Menino’s Youth
Leadership Council com-
prised one of several
stakeholder groups that
became involved in the
design process. © 2003
by EDAW.

1335.ch01  1/12/06  12:39 PM  Page 6



anticipation for the Greenway parks had grown to a fever pitch.
Completion of the Wharf District Park would mark the reconnection of
the city and financial district to the harbor. Our mission was to design a
world-class park, a twenty-first-century icon suited to historic Boston. A
challenge for our design team, certainly, but the objectives seemed clear.
In early meetings, a group of local architects, designers, and artists ex-
pressed their lack of enthusiasm for yet another round of discussions
about ideas and visions. This was the message as we understood it: if we
were award-winning international designers of urban parks, we should
just get on with the work and show them some designs. 

� Lynn Wolff, Principal, Copley Wolff Design Group: During the public
process, and as the physical structure of the “green monster” was being
disassembled, the excitement, urgency, and passion that participants felt
was palpable. In their minds, this park had to be worth the long wait,
worth the inconveniences of construction, and worthy of their invest-
ment of time and energy. The Wharf District Parks was the most impor-
tant final reward the City of Boston had within its reach.4

During a weeklong public charrette in April 2003, we produced five
design schemes (Cultural Plaza, Four Seasons Garden, Civic Promenade,
Historic Tableau, and Common Ground). (See color images 2 through 6.)
At the end of the week, we previewed the designs at a well-attended
presentation at the Boston Aquarium. Many Boston residents came to
the soirée afterward and shared their comments, both positive and neg-
ative. The next day, during a meeting with the MTA and the Boston
Redevelopment Authority (BRA), the city’s planning and development
bureau, everyone politely expressed myriad likes and dislikes. Overall,
however, things seemed to be moving smoothly. Indeed, an article writ-
ten by Tom Palmer for the Boston Globe noted “the euphoria over actual
forward movement on Surface Artery designs.”5 We thought we were on
our way in what appeared to be a challenging but fairly normal process.
As it turned out, our sense of well-being would be short-lived.

Five days later, another article by Palmer appeared in the Boston
Globe, this one conveying quite the opposite impression. It reported
strong criticism by “Boston officials and the Mayor’s Surface Artery
Completion Task Force” of our charrette designs, which were suddenly
labeled uninspiring and disappointing.6 True, the article noted that city
officials had aimed their criticism at the MTA rather than EDAW; never-
theless, we felt wounded in the crossfire. Worse was to come, and
quickly. The next day, after settling into an airline seat for a trip back to
Atlanta, I turned to the Boston Globe’s opinion page, where my eyes fixed
on this headline: “Mawkish Clichés for the Wharf District.”7 Written by
William M. Fowler, Jr., the executive director of the Massachusetts
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Historical Society, the piece was scathing. He declared that one of the
charrette designs “succeeds only in enshrining clichés about our past”
and that the others “give virtually no recognition of the neighborhoods
around them.” He punctuated these remarks by saying that “EDAW has
gone astray.” Fowler concluded (echoing criticism of the MTA): “Until
the city becomes the client we are likely to continue to suffer from well-
meaning but ill-informed designers.” It was a rude awakening, and 
as the plane took off for Atlanta, I began to feel deeply uneasy about
EDAW’s future in Boston. 

The design ideas that emerged from our charrette had not been in-
tended to be particularly edgy. Rather, the design team, having done this
many times in many cities, responded to the challenge to show the pub-
lic something quickly. After all, the primary reason for conducting open
public design workshops and charrettes is to give the public and the de-
signers the chance to exchange ideas and illustrate the results. Most de-
signers will agree that charrettes offer an opportunity to share ideas and
reach some kind of understanding as to what the public is seeking in a
design solution. We believed that our designs at this stage achieved this
and could serve as a good basis for going forward. Others, clearly, viewed
the designs differently. The professional stakeholders wondered if this
was the best we could do, while members of the public thought that the
designs were our final offer and now it was up to them to make a choice.
Unfortunately, this miscommunication was not immediately apparent
to us, and it took us a while to figure out what was going on.

In the next few months, we did our best to respond to numerous cri-
tiques. We worked hard to keep up with a challenging schedule of seek-
ing more feedback, revising designs, and conducting public meetings to
display the latest new and improved designs. But it seemed the more
changes we made, the more negative our detractors and the press be-
came. What we didn’t realize then was that we were trying to find solu-
tions through the design when the problems actually lay elsewhere. 

One midweek night, Tom Palmer, the Boston Globe reporter who had
been covering our saga, called to ask me for a quote about a copy of a let-
ter he had received. Addressed to Matthew Amorello, our client and
chairman of the MTA, and cosigned by the Boston Society of Architects
(BSA) and the Boston Society of Landscape Architects (BSLA), the letter
pointedly disparaged the EDAW team’s designs and suggested that the
BRA should take over the process.8 I hadn’t seen the letter, and Palmer’s
deadline was looming, so he faxed it to me in Atlanta. “We feel [the
EDAW design team] have so misunderstood our city that we are recom-
mending the process stop and we all take evaluation of what went
wrong,” the letter read. It went on to ask, “How could such a great op-
portunity and large public process result in such uninformed designs?
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We encourage the Turnpike Authority to utilize the BRA for their insight
into the context we are working in.”9 I was taken aback, to put it mildly.
I’d never experienced professionals, without some previous conversa-
tion, publicly airing their complaints about another firm’s work. Some
Boston friends brought me up to speed with a local saying: “The favorite
pastimes of Bostonians are baseball, politics, and revenge.” Well, this
game seemed to be hardball, and we were clearly striking out.

We couldn’t help noticing that the design teams for the North End
and Chinatown parks were not encountering the same vehement 
second-guessing. Their public process was very different. They had far
fewer constituencies to work with, and the primary players were neigh-
borhood groups. In the North End, one neighborhood leader dealt ably
with the stakeholders, including a few Italian families who insisted on
duplicating the Piazza Navona. (At one point, I jokingly offered to buy
her a condo in the Wharf District’s residential towers if she would help
manage our public process.) 

But for us, the politics kept getting rougher. We worked with our
client to revise the public process plan as best we could. Commendably,
MTA wanted any design revisions to be totally public. The management
team, led by Fred Yalouris, was aboveboard and straight with the public
every step of the way. The original public process plan, a series of five
public meetings, in addition to five to seven meetings with the Mayors’
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1-5 The Wharf District
Task Force, organized by
the City of Boston, was
another stakeholder
group that EDAW met
with regularly throughout
the duration of the public
process. © 2003 by
EDAW. Photograph by Dixi
Carrillo.
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Completion Task Force, morphed into a seemingly endless series of pub-
lic meetings held every few days. 

The Wharf District Task Force held standing meetings the first and
third Wednesday evenings of each month, and the Mayor’s Completion
Task Force met every Thursday morning for several hours to review de-
signs. Though it was not easy to turn design revisions around so quickly,
the standing meetings helped us in the end by providing a regular venue
to air design changes with an interested group of participants. The mem-
bers of the public became the stars of the process. They seemed to sense
that they would eventually get what they wanted if we all kept slogging
through the process together.

GETTING TO THE BOTTOM OF THE PROBLEM

EDAW’s experience designing high-profile parks and other projects
around the world did not prepare us for what we faced in Boston. It 
wasn’t simply that the “rules” for criticism and debate were different, but
they were implemented in ways unfamiliar to us. We became caught in
not one but several governance and funding dilemmas. The City, Mayor
Menino, and Governor Mitt Romney all wanted control of the parks,
while the MTA, led by Chairman Matthew Amorello, had no intention of
relinquishing the lead. This was hardly a recipe for a productive partner-
ship. With no accord on the question of ownership and operation of the
Wharf District Park, battles raged over how maintenance and programs
would be funded. No consensus had been reached on the 1999 Master
Plan, no governing body had been appointed, and worries about under-
funding and stewardship continued to percolate. A further complication
was that the Big Dig was a major employer, and the 5,000-plus people
who came to work every day with some connection to the project had
very little incentive to resolve the issues—an end to the commotion
could mean an end to their jobs. Perhaps most important from our point
of view was the fact that EDAW had no political clout in this eminently
political city. 

Why was none of this clear to us at the beginning? Because we didn’t
do our homework. Although EDAW has 16 offices throughout the United
States (as well as 5 in Asia, 4 in Australia, and 3 in Europe) and our staff
is highly skillful in dealing with a wide variety of cultures, social situa-
tions, and locales, many of us found Boston to be unlike anywhere else
we had worked. Simply put, we experienced some culture shock—there
was something about Boston we didn’t “get.” And our lack of prepara-
tion and research in the beginning made our learning curve even
steeper.
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For example, among those who attended the public meetings, we
had a broad following of professors from several universities. Indeed, it
seemed that everyone at our meetings was well educated, and they all
seemed to enjoy lecturing to one another. For our part, we were unpre-
pared for the level of rhetorical flourish. And the meetings seemed to us
like time-consuming and artful filibusters. In place of the usual run of
comments that all design professionals have heard during public meet-
ings—such as the need for a carousel, more play areas for children and
grandchildren, and strategies for keeping skateboarders away—the
Boston discussions had a distinctly loftier tone. They addressed such
questions as: Where is “there?” What is the “big idea?” What is the iconic
element, the “Eiffel Tower moment” of the design? I had never been in-
volved in a public process in which so many participants seemed to de-
light in debate for its own sake. The Copley Wolff team members took all
this in stride, but I was amazed to watch our public meetings turn into a
running public seminar on design, philosophy, and history.

The Boston public seemed especially knowledgeable regarding de-
sign and fluent in the technical terms that designers use, such as “FAR”
(floor area ratio) and “schematics” (early phase design drawings). Many
of those who participated in our public meetings were highly accom-
plished designers themselves. The Big Dig process had even developed
its own following—some people had been attending public meetings for
15 years. Many of them were paid to be there as consultants and attor-
neys hired by stakeholder groups to follow the proceedings. 

Another factor that stymied us was the lack of consensus among the
many stakeholder groups about what they wanted to see in the design.
Each group had its own agenda, vision, and power issues. This is cer-
tainly not unusual, but, as noted earlier, we had thought that many of
these issues had already been thoroughly examined and resolved. 

As we struggled to keep up with the metaphysics of our park designs,
we felt out of sync with the political undercurrents, unable to guess when
and why complaints would arise. When we produced initial designs, the
BRA planners said they were looking for the big design. We’d meet with
the MTA and BRA, list and respond to comments, and leave town think-
ing all was well, only to learn by reading the Boston Globe a week later
what the BRA did not like. The articles highlighted the negatives in great
detail and skimmed over what we saw as positive developments.

We eventually figured out the primary source of the conflict. Years
before we came on the scene, the planners at BRA had decided that they,
and only they, should be responsible for the Greenway Parks and open
space planning. Although they were not legally charged with park con-
struction nor funded to design or build the parks, BRA planners strongly
believed that they should be in charge. When this proposition didn’t pan

GETTING TO THE  BOTTOM OF  THE  PROBLEM 11

1335.ch01  1/12/06  12:39 PM  Page 11



out, relations between the BRA and MTA—and everyone connected to
the MTA, including our design team—became strained. Throughout the
first 12 months of the Wharf District Park’s public process, the BRA’s
agenda seemed to focus on taking control of the park. While residents,
businesspeople, and other members of the public showed up at count-
less meetings to talk about their vision for the park and the evolving de-
sign, the BRA planners pursued their own objectives. Based on the
process, it appeared that one of these objectives was to cast doubt on the
MTA’s leadership by disparaging the park designs.

It became clear to us that the BRA’s desire to take over management
of the design process was, intentionally or unintentionally, hijacking the
public process. We began to interpret the BRA’s insistence that the design
be “of Boston” and “common ground” as code—the implication being
that we were interlopers, who ought to be run out of town. We were, we
realized, caught in the middle of two parallel and challenging processes:
one political, the other public. We knew we could not win both, so we
chose to focus on the public process. Why? My conclusion, after years of
watching the evolution of public participation, is that an astute public
can always prevail. Politicians, on the other hand, follow the polls; and
elections can quickly change the power structure. In the end, it’s the
public who makes the decisions.

DIGGING OUT

In an effort to figure out what the real issues were, we talked to several
acquaintances in Boston to gain an insider perspective. One of them told
us something particularly unnerving: “The buzz about EDAW is not
good.” That meant we had to fix the buzz or get out. Of course, we
weren’t about to give up, so we set ourselves the task of getting the peo-
ple of Boston on our side. To begin with, we had to get up to speed on a
few things. We had to continue to familiarize ourselves with local issues
and sort out the committees and their real agendas. They had developed
their own game plans; now it was time to develop ours.

Our first order of business was the media: it was clear that our 
damage-control stance toward the press was not working, and we had to
dispel what we felt was an unbalanced portrayal so far. Generally, we
don’t use public relations consultants on specific projects, but in this
case there was an obvious need to improve our public image. We brought
in EDAW’s media relations manager from San Francisco, as well as
Atlanta-based PR consultants we had used with success along the East
Coast. Unfortunately, this initial strategy backfired. Bringing in more
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people who were not “of Boston” didn’t help our cause. Our next move
was to retain O’Neill and Associates, a highly recommended and politi-
cally savvy public relations firm with deep roots in Boston.

We knew our approach should be multifaceted if we were to counter
the BRA’s power play, build our relationships with other stakeholders,
turn around the negative press, and establish our Bostonian “bona
fides.” First, we reorganized our public meeting lineup. Copley Wolff
Design Group, the local firm on our design team, took on a more promi-
nent public role. Lynn Wolff became the project’s voice, and she gently
but adroitly articulated the troublesome points that people did not want
to hear. John Copley applied his enviable ability to make controversial
statements in public without giving offense. 

Our attempt to establish boundaries with the BRA planners was less
successful. After meeting with and trying to engage them, it became
clear they were invested in their struggle with MTA, so we cut our losses
and scheduled additional meetings with the other stakeholder groups,
to get to know them and better understand their ideas and concerns. 

At the same time, we continued to work diligently on the design. Our
design team had to prove that we understood what “of Boston” and “com-
mon ground” meant—not just as code, but in practice. So we brought in
Richard Marshall, an urban designer in our San Francisco office, who was
new to our firm but well known in Boston due to his previous tenure at
the Harvard Graduate School of Design. He took the design back to ba-
sics, using a step-by-step, layered approach to clarify our design. (See
color images 7–14.)

Although we had gone through several design phases, Richard per-
ceived that we had failed to bring the public along with us. They may
have understood design concept, but they were confused about our de-
sign and suspicious of our intentions. When we presented different vi-
sions for the entire park as a way to elicit responses, people thought we
simply wanted them to choose which one they liked best and that we
weren’t really interested in further suggestions. To counter this misinter-
pretation of our intent, as Richard put it, “The key to our success on the
design side was not to intellectualize what we were doing but to simplify
it and, indeed, to stop designing for awhile.”10

Richard, along with Lynn Wolff and Dennis Carmichael, dissected
and clarified every inch of the design, as well as the concepts that served
as its foundation. They demonstrated the design’s strong ties to Boston
and the historic Wharf District. Then they pursued what Richard called
an “incremental approval process,” to argue the merits of each design
detail and gain approval “piece by piece, layer by layer.” The public grad-
ually ratified the notion that, far from being generic, our design strategy
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was soundly “of Boston” and would not
fit anywhere else. 

Slowly, we began to gain ground. By
the end of 2003, we felt we could once
again open the Boston newspaper with-
out dread. We had generated greater
trust with different stakeholder groups
by responding effectively to their com-
ments. Most importantly, we had not
been fired; and the MTA had stood by us
despite the criticism. 

The meetings continued through
2004, as the design team eked out and
vetted every detail. We used plans, slide
presentations, and watercolors to com-
municate our design ideas. Through trial
and error we discovered which type of
graphics the public understood and
which fell flat. (See color images 15 and
16.) Numerous sections and illustrative
simulations later, we hit on the secret to
conveying the design ideas clearly to the
public: a 1/16��1�0� scale model that

seemed almost big enough to walk through (paid for by the MTA). The
model was a success—and, in retrospect, something we should have
done much earlier. Once members of the public had time to study the
model, they began to really comprehend what we were doing, and we
were able to stop explaining and start making decisions. 

As we worked more comfortably with the public, and our supporters
felt more empowered, the BRA planners began to step aside. Although
still raising issues from the sidelines, they seemed to turn their attention
to other issues surrounding the Big Dig. Eventually, certain neighbor-
hood and business factions that had previously been at odds joined to-
gether—a very rewarding development. The BSA and BSLA, for example,
began to show some support for our efforts. Perhaps our persistence im-
pressed them; in fact, they seemed surprised we were still around. Even
the BSA member who had signed the egregious letter commented in a
meeting that the design looked good, “especially after we put you
through hell last summer.” Some of this vindication played out in the
pages of Landscape Architecture, prompted by a review of the Boston
process in the April 2004 issue by Alan Berger, a Harvard professor of
landscape architecture.11 “The advocacy groups’ modus operandi ap-
pears to be to attack one another through EDAW,” Berger wrote, “in
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1-6 Watercolors were ef-
fective in helping the
public to envision a fully
built park. © 2004 by
Barbara Worth Ratner.
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hopes of destabilizing the project and providing themselves time to re-
group, solidify their separate agendas and interests, and develop re-
sponses to whatever the MTA (via EDAW) releases to the public.” He also
noted the dearth of professional courtesy that characterized much of the
criticism that had circulated publicly. “Even EDAW’s supposed profes-
sional ally, the Boston chapter of the American Society of Landscape
Architects (BSLA), publicly denounced the designs,” he wrote. 

In response, the BSLA wrote, “We in Boston know that this process
makes it far more arduous to produce great artistic icons because it com-
plicates the design equation.” Four columns later, the letter ended,
“When all this discussion is done and the project is built, EDAW and
Copley Wolff may have struggled but they also will have done a good job.
At that time BSLA will give them the credit they will have earned. Until
that time BSLA is going to continue to help the design team and the city
to get this project right. Best of luck to EDAW, Copley Wolff, and Boston
in the months ahead.”12 We felt damned with faint praise.

It was Boston’s residents who deserved to be lauded for their efforts:
they kept their eyes on the prize. They wanted a park with flowers, walk-
ways, a lawn, iconic fountains, and accessibility. They asked for a park
that their friends and the residents of Boston would enjoy and that they
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would be proud to visit with their children and grandchildren. The lead-
ers of the Wharf District Task Force, Ed Toumey and Susanne Lavoie, and
the president of the Artery Business Committee, Rick Dimino, can take
personal pride in their role in leading the public toward what was, after
all, a vision for a public park. In a political climate full of pitfalls and
sharp turns, the citizens ultimately got the park they wanted.

From a designer’s perspective, the final design for the Wharf District
Park was not so very different from one of our initial designs. (See color
image 17.) That said, the public process did require us to think through the
design in great detail and refine our ideas in order to meet public expecta-
tions. In a public space such as this, it’s essential to accommodate the
community, because in the end it is their land, their money, and their park.

But designers and public should take note: if it’s cutting-edge design
you want, a long and arduous public process is not the way to go. Public
process smoothes all edges. When Gustave Eiffel built his famous tower
for the Paris Exhibition of 1889, many people thought it was crazy, an
iron skeleton with no skin. But that is how national icons become na-
tional icons. Landmark projects, the spaces and buildings that change
the subject forever, spring from the minds of great designers. The back-
and-forth of public meetings produces another sort of result altogether.

THE BIG IDEA

Though our experience in Boston was difficult—and made more so by
local politics and maneuvering—our road undoubtedly would have
been smoother if we had been better prepared. But we learned a great
deal, as is often the case from challenging experiences. In the “lessons
learned” department we include the following.

Do Your Homework 

As a general rule, EDAW does not conduct a formal risk analysis when we
take on a new project, so it was not something we considered when we
started out in Boston. But for this project, a detailed assessment would
have identified a few telling issues ahead of time. Before we took one step
into Boston, we should have learned more about the local politics in gen-
eral and about the Big Dig project in particular. If, for example, we had
done a thorough search of all past articles and press regarding this project,
we would have realized how contentious the process had been and would
continue to be. Likewise, if we had talked to more people about the public
process, we might have learned that we were embarking into the largest
and most vetted public process regarding a park ever conducted in Boston.
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We should have used our networks better, too. Speaking with other
professionals in the area would have given us an understanding of how
much time and effort had already been expended on this process.
Speaking with people who have consulted in the Boston area would have
been enlightening. In fact, “tales from the front” should be investigated
as a matter of course. Whenever I mention the Big Dig or Boston, many
people react with understanding and interest. A city council member in
Fort Worth told me, “We’re all interested in what the Big Dig costs and
what the results are, because as taxpayers we are all paying for it.” 

Gain Local Support

Nothing is simple anymore. Projects keep getting bigger and more com-
plicated. As EDAW’s CEO Joe Brown has been saying for years, the easy
projects are behind us and the tough projects are yet to be done. The big-
ger the project, the more vital it is to gain local support. We would never
go into a community without teaming with a local firm, but on this par-
ticular project we needed the advice and overview of everyone who was
close to and interested in the project and could be counted as allies.
Having some type of local base is the only recourse in a firestorm. On a
tough project, only friends and advisors familiar with the specific “pub-
lic” can provide the appropriate aid and support. 

For Big Projects, Hire Expert Assistance

When it comes to issues with the press and our reputation, I am a firm
believer in hiring an expert. We would never expect the civil engineer on
a project to do the structural design work, and we should never expect
an urban designer to do the work of public relations professional. At one
point in dealing with the press in Boston, an email from a reporter re-
minded us, “Reporting is not about niceties; it is about conflict. That is
why people buy papers.” This incentive to report contention over con-
sensus is precisely why difficult projects need professional public rela-
tions: to balance the negative with the positive and to keep the story
small. We had no desire for publicity in Boston—quite the opposite. The
political savvy of O’Neill & Associates was exactly what we needed to
keep our names out of the newspapers. 

� Jeremy Crockford, O’Neill and Associates: In a tough political town,
the hometown forces—here it was the BRA, the local architects, some de-
signers who felt left out of the process—have the ear of the newspaper.
When the national team, the outsiders, leaves town, the reporters and ed-
itors will continue to live with and depend upon the local critics.
Outsiders, in that climate, can’t win. That’s why you need to hire players
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who were here before you came, and will be here after you leave. Only
they have the leverage and relationships to beg, bully, berate and horse-
trade their way to a level playing field on your behalf.13

Be Adaptable

Adaptability is an essential element in any public process. We were told
many times to “hang tough” in Boston, but that wouldn’t have worked.
We had to be flexible, and make sure that our flexibility was apparent.
Everyone on the design team wanted to make the public feel as com-
fortable as possible with the team and the design. The goal of the process
was to make sure the people of Boston were happy with the park design.
That required some bending; and as the consultants, it was our job to
bend. In the end, it is Boston’s park, not ours.

Build Relationships and Trust

On major public projects, building trust is as important as creating good
design, and this effort is worth every bit of time and energy expended on
it. Consultants have to be available, interested, and approachable. In
Boston, we made the mistake of assuming we would be accepted. Alarms
should have sounded when we arrived to work on the project and nei-
ther the press nor anyone else asked to interview us or speak with us re-
garding our qualifications. We should have recognized the signs that we
were viewed as a short-run engagement. If the participants had believed
we were in it for the long haul, they would likely have acted differently.
We had to work hard, after the fact, to build relationships and convince
the hometown players that we weren’t going anywhere.

Faced with the political infighting, it is best to play it straight, always,
and maintain transparency. Duplicity is disastrous for relations with the
client, the stakeholders, and the public at large. No one wants to deal
with deception. It only creates detours that cost time and money. In our
case, in Boston, it was much more effective to be honest and positive,
and work to bring others to our side. This took time, of course, and trust
came only in increments, but in the end it was the only way to move the
process along. 

Realize There Are No Timeouts

Once we realized the process was out of control, in a perfect world we
might have stopped the meetings and reworked both the design and the
schedule. This sounds logical (and many of my partners advised me to
do it), but it wouldn’t have succeeded in this case. Once people have
raised their ire, they’re unlikely to relax. If we had retreated, we never
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would have regained the public’s confidence. It was up to us to defuse
the situation by meeting (and meeting and meeting), taking every op-
portunity with every group we encountered. In Boston, the public in-
cluded a lot of people who were being paid to lobby or who were retired
and had lots of time on their hands. They were in it for the long haul, so
we had to be, too. 

Separate the Issues and Deal with Them One at a Time

It pays to be dogged in the pursuit of solutions because, sooner or later,
people come around. In Boston, we learned that each element of the de-
sign had to be discussed and validated in great detail. Once we under-
stood this, we were able to accommodate it. For example, many people
did not believe that an iconic fountain could work, given the city’s cold
and windy weather. Of course, there are many such fountains in New
York and other cities of similar climate that work just fine year-round;
but no matter what we showed them or told them, some Bostonians
were skeptical about a fountain’s capability to spray water into the air in
the dead of winter. To combat the persistent rumor that our proposed
fountain was not big enough or good enough, we escorted a few mem-
bers of the public to view iconic fountains in other cities. Whether it in-
volves fountains or bad press, problem solving requires a certain
amount of relentlessness.

If Necessary, Consult an Attorney

In the rare case of obvious slander, it may be necessary to resort to legal
tactics. No one wants to be sued, and even the suggestion that a legal
resolution is being contemplated can be a powerful deterrent. At one
point in Boston, when some defamatory remarks about EDAW turned
up in my email, I called a well-placed attorney and asked a few ques-
tions. The next time I spoke with the woman who was the source of what
we believed might be actionable commentary, she was conspicuously
friendly. As we left a meeting, she took me aside and said she heard we
were thinking of suing, and mentioned the attorney’s name. In this case,
one phone call was all it took. This is not something I recommend doing
on a regular basis, but it is worth keeping in mind as a last resort. In the
end, I had to protect my reputation and that of my firm. 

Realize That Design Isn’t Always the Answer

In Boston, we reached the point at which we couldn’t design ourselves
out of the situation. Design was not the problem; it was the feisty public
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culture of Boston that stymied us. So we had to step back and take a fresh
look at what we knew we could get agreement on, and that was the
unique character of Boston. When Richard Marshall, a former resident of
Boston, joined the design team, his first presentation to the public 
wasn’t about the design at all but about the city, the residents’ turf. It was
not difficult to gain agreement about what was important about Boston,
and that’s when we started to earn the public’s trust in our design. It ac-
tually was “of Boston.” We just had to prove it to them. 

High design is not possible in such a public setting. High design re-
quires risk, and designers know they will either win accolades and
awards or they will be panned. Public officials and members of the pub-
lic are slow to embrace risk. After all, they’re the ones who will have to
live with whatever is built. When presenting an “edgy” design for a large
public project, designers have to be prepared to defend their ideas but
also to compromise and scale back. From the public’s perspective, as
long as people are comfortable that they are getting the building, park,
or streetscape they want, the process is successful. From the designer’s
perspective, success is maintaining design integrity while adapting to
the vision of the public. 

The narrow channel between adapting the design and selling out
can be excruciatingly hard to navigate—or not. We were asked to include
so many attractions and details in the design that the simplicity of the
park would be lost. Gary Hack, dean of the School of Design at the
University of Pennsylvania and chair of the Rose Kennedy Greenway
Design Review Committee for the MTA, noted that if we had put every-
thing the Boston public asked for in the Wharf District Park, it would
have ended up looking like an elaborate 18-hole miniature golf course.14
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