Record of the Controversy over the Smith College
Expansion

( I want to thank the LOCAL BUZZ for their sincere
effort in publishing as much of my letter as they
could.
http://www.masslive.com/localbuzz/stories/index.ssf?/base/buzz/1167246311243290.xml&coll=3
Said:
There were some additional comments I wanted to state
publicly, so this is a more complete version)
-- Kenneth Mitchell, Northampton

Just to refresh the record of the controversy over the
Smith expansion: the complaint from residents was not
that the city government "did not agree with them," as
Wayne Feiden of the Planning Dept. recently stated in
the LOCAL BUZZ.
http://www.masslive.com/localbuzz/stories/index.ssf?/base/buzz/116475843021450.xml&coll=3
The once and future streets
The complaint was that city representatives heard the
concerns but repeatedly refused to address them. 

That complaint was affirmed by City Council President,
Michael Bardsley, who was also witness to what he
termed a "failed process." In every public meeting
after the mayor suddenly produced her personally
signed Development Agreement, her appointees in the
Planning Department and Planning Boards -- as well as
elected City Councilors -- ignored the issues raised
by citizens. Issues were raised perhaps "ten times,"
as Wayne Feiden said,  but it was because they were
never contended in any of the meetings.

When the college finally made their plans public in
May 2005, their Web site (Engineering, A New Home)
revealed ...  "By 1997 ... For more than two years, an
interdisciplinary Smith committee reviewed the cost
and feasibility of retrofitting Burton, McConnell, and
Sabin-Reed facilities to meet current and projected
needs ... " The College had decided instead to buy,
demolish, and build over the Green/West St.
neighborhood primarily because it was cheaper and more
convenient for them and they preferred not to lose any
of their "green space."

  Residents felt that the college should have been
aware of the ongoing crisis in affordable rental
housing and the current city planning document
"Downtown, Today Tomorrow and the Future" -- published
just the year before in '96 -- that called for the
city to protect this land as a neighborhood vital to
the future of the city. It was a neighborhood that had
and would continue to draw people, like the artists
and entrepreneurs who created a successful Northampton
in the 70's, to its attractive housing and location.
Residents from all over the city came to support its
conclusions.

Instead, they found that the mayor and college had
already bargained away, in closed rather than open
meetings, the city's most valuable land for housing to
have the College pay for mostly just more of the kind
of "affordable housing" that she has and would take
further credit for creating. Housing which itself
might be unwelcomed and squeezed into remaining
neighborhoods. The mayor has still refused to produce
a document to evaluate the social and economic impact
to the city.

Every forum organized to address the issue, including
professional planners, has criticized the college and
mayor for this process. This is the greatest single
change to Northampton, and it was not for them to
address alone. It was a process that, in effect,
denied responsible public involvement.

The Council's vote to approve the Educational Use
Overlay and Development Agreement has given the
College greater license to act strictly in their own
self-interest with less of the intended protection for
the city under state law. At the first City Council
vote, Mr. Bardsley called on the councilors to meet
with citizens outside the council format to discuss
the objections but he was ignored.

At the final vote, the Council joined the mayor in
dismissing a valid petition from residents that would
have annulled the Agreement as currently written. By
choice, Mayor Higgins refused to recognize the
petitioners who asked to address City Council to
object to the obvious conflict of interest in the
mayor appointing herself and her Planning Dept., as
party to the Agreement, to privately create the
criteria and perform the deciding calculations, well
below the petitioners, that allowed her to proclaim
the petition as failed, by less than one percent. An
additional objection was to be over the deadline which
denied the petitioners' right, clearly mandated in
Massachusetts state law, to have the additional
signatures they collected up until the time of the
final vote counted.

City government has refused its responsibility to
represent the "partnership" with the college which
they both so readily invoke: to challenge the
college's refusal to openly negotiate expansion
locations which could minimize loss to the city; to
echo the complaint by the college "as constrained by
the city," to reveal the reality that the city and
college share an identity -- that of an "urban
campus." It is reasonable to ask and confirm: If the
College could not build over and destroy this
neighborhood, would they choose not to build the
Science and Engineering complex?

As it stands, the City Council has since heard further
objections but remains motionless. Posturing
themselves as immune to negotiation, they have granted
that immunity to the college. Both current
administrations proceed with the plans they have
created for themselves alone. The college has ignored
its own and others who would prefer to admire their
choices. The foundation of a "model engineering
program" is not likely to rest well when it ignores
the "model engineering principle" of consideration and
respect for the context. And they might have also
offered that lesson for the foundation of city
government.  K.M.

