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Jamaica Plain Gazette, January 21, 2011
Hellenic Hill land hits market

By Rebeca Oliveira 

http://jamaicaplaingazette.com/2011/01/21/hellenic_hill_land_hits_market/

Community get ready for fight
JAMAICA HILLS—Conservationists and concerned neighbors started gearing up for the fourth time in 21 years last week after they learned Hellenic College plans to sell 12.5 acres of largely undeveloped woodlands it owns near Jamaica Pond.

Word of the sale came in the form of a listing on the Multiple Listing Service (MLS)—a go-to listing source for real estate brokers. A copy of the listing, which describes the parcel for sale by Hellenic as a 12.5 acre piece of land at 156-222 Prince St. with 1,500 feet of “street frontage,” was sent to the Gazette by e-mail Jan. 10.

That listing had been taken down as of Jan. 19, but John Papson, director of marketing and public relations at the school confirmed to the Gazette that the sale was not off. “The listing was taken down, but the possibility of a the sale still exists. It is not off the table,” he said. 

Gerry Wright, co-chair of Friends of Jamaica Pond—and a veteran of many community battles to prevent development on the hill—told the Gazette last week that woodland hill is “one of the most pristine views in the city. It is like being in Vermont or New Hampshire or Maine. The hill is part of the pond.”

Prince Street runs between the pond and “Hellenic Hill,” where the small Greek Orthodox college’s campus is located. 

In a written statement emailed to the Gazette Jan. 18, Hellenic College President Rev. Nicholas Triantafilou said, Jan. 18, “Hellenic College Inc. has been a responsible neighbor and prudent protector of its environment for sixty three years. Our trustees have a fiduciary responsibility to secure the future of the institution. We have not and will not impugn the integrity of our presence in the greater community.”

Papson also sits on the board of the neighborhood group the Jamaica Pond Association (JPA), which will almost certainly be reviewing any proposed development on the land. Another JPA board member, John Iappini, told the Gazette that, while the organization had not yet taken a formal position, “It is safe to assume we are going to be opposed to any development.” 

While word of the possible sale spread fast last week, community members had few details about what is going on. 

”I am curious to see what they are thinking,” state Rep. Jeffrey Sánchez told the Gazette. “If there were discussions with the community in the past, I would hope they plan to tell the community what they are thinking now. I guess putting it on the market is their way of telling us. How much more blunt can you get?” 

Maria Morrelli from the local neighborhood organization the Jamaica Hills Association, was circumspect about commenting with out more information. “We want to find out a little bit more. It’s great big parcel. People are used to seeing it a certain way. We want to be responsible about what gets communicated,” she said.

There is a long history of community opposition to development on the Prince Street side of Hellenic Hill, dating back to the 1990s, at least.

In 1993, a community campaign opposing a Hellenic proposal to build dorms that would have risen above the hill’s tree line convinced the college to scale back those dorm plans. That campaign included a community surveying effort where local residents raised balloons through the trees while others stood on the shores of the pond to determine how tall the dorms could be built and still not be visible from the pond.

The dorm construction took place on top of the hill. In 1990 and 1998, private developers proposed projects on part of the Hill’s Prince Street frontage at 150-156 Prince St. That property was not owned by the college at that time.

In 2004, 150-156 Prince St. was put up for sale by its private owners again. Hellenic purchased it in 2005, and, according to Gazette reporting at the time, promised not to develop it.

That 150-156 lot is apparently different from the 156-222 Prince St. property the college now has on the market.

Wright told the Gazette that the Prince Street frontage of the 150-156 Prince lot was nowhere near 1,500 feet. “Fifteen-hundred feet is more than a quarter of a mile. It takes you over the crest of Prince. That is quite a piece of frontage,” Wright said.

If the land is sold, development plans will be subject to at least some community review, because its proximity to Jamaica Pond Park puts it in a greenbelt overlay district as well as a conservation protection subdistrict. Also, any development proposals over 80,000 square feet would be subject to large project design review by the Boston Redevelopment Authority.

Wright told the Gazette that, in addition to being concerned about preserving the natural beauty of the park, he is concerned about the continuing health of the local ecosystem. He fears, he said, that run-off from construction on the hill could contaminate the pond.

Jamaica Plain Gazette, February 4, 2011

Arroyo vows Hellenic Hill land will be preserved

By Rebeca Oliveira

http://jamaicaplaingazette.com/2011/02/04/arroyo_vows_hellenic_hill_land_will_be_preserved/
 
College says it never promised preservation; Hennigan calls for partnership
PONDSIDE—At-Large City Councilor Felix Arroyo last week threw his full weight behind a mounting community effort to keep Hellenic College from selling undeveloped woodlands that form a backdrop to Jamaica Pond to developers.

In a phone interview last week, Arroyo, who lives in Forest Hills, told the Gazette he is committed to seeing the sloped woodlands—commonly known as “Hellenic Hill”—remain undeveloped. “This is not NIMBYism. Jamaica Pond is probably the most used open space in the city…It is an oasis in the city. If they develop the Hellenic Hill site, that is gone,” he said. 

“I am going to be working in City Hall to figure out what we can do…We are going to work to make sure we can preserve Hellenic Hill as it is,” he said.

The Prince Street land owned by the college was listed for sale on the Multiple Listing Service for real estate professionals last month and reported in the Gazette. Though the listing was removed, the land is still for sale, according to the college.

It includes a parcel of land at 150-156 Prince St. that the college bought in 2005. Hellenic spokesperson and Pondside resident John Papson told the Gazette last week that community members who remember a 2005 promise from the college not to develop land that land for at least 25 years are not mistaken.

“I have heard that. Apparently that comment was made,” Papson said in a phone interview, “It was made by a consultant during a community meeting” not by a Hellenic administrator, Papson said. 

Papson told the Gazette that, as far as he knows, that promise was never formalized. He said he could not remember the name of the consultant who made it.

Papson also confirmed that the land the college is currently planning to sell—156-222 Prince St.—includes the 150-156 Prince St. parcel as well as other land it owns along Prince Street.

The college’s 2005 purchase of the 150-156 Prince St. land from a private owner put an end to a Prince Street development scare at that time.

Prior to that sale, then local District 6 City Councilor Maura Hennigan had pushed for the city to purchase the land, and had secured a $1 million bond authorization for that purpose. The city never issued that bond, but it is still on the books.

At another time, with pressure from Hennigan and many others, the state legislature voted to allot money to purchase the land, but then-Gov. Paul Cellucci vetoed it.

In an interview this week, Hennigan, a Jamaica Hills resident who is now clerk of Suffolk Superior Criminal Court, called for creating a partnership composed of the college, local community groups and environmental organizations that would lobby for the city and state to provide the funding to save Hellenic Hill once and for all.

She pointed to state legislation passed in 2008 that allotted more than $45 million for purchasing preservation land based on recommendations from the Department of Conservation and Recreation. Now is “a good time [for a land need] to be on the radar screen” for 2012 funding, she said. She said she had spoken to some area non-profits about forming a coalition that would support the purchase of Hellenic Hill for the public.

“I know how the community feels about the pond,” Hennigan said. “The pond is a great equalizer. Everyone is the same. They feel a reverence for the pond.”

She said she recognizes that Hellenic College is a private property owner with rights, but added, “The college needs to agree to partner to plan. And the community needs to band together.”

As the Gazette previously reported, Hellenic College President Rev. Nicholas Triantafilou’s only comment on the matter came in a Jan. 18 written statement: “Hellenic College Inc. has been a responsible neighbor and prudent protector of its environment for sixty three years. Our trustees have a fiduciary responsibility to secure the future of the institution. We have not and will not impugn the integrity of our presence in the greater community.”

Prince Street runs between Hellenic Hill and the pond, and many consider preserving the pristine view of the woodland hill from the pond to be a key priority. Community activism has prevented development on the hill that would have encroached on views from the pond at least four times since 1990. Those efforts included convincing the college not to build dorms that rise above the treeline on its main campus on top of Hellenic Hill and successfully opposing efforts by other private developers to build on Prince Street. 

The Jamaica Pond Association board has invited Triantafilou to its next meeting Feb. 7. Papson was not sure, as of last week, whether Triantafilou would be able to attend. 

February 24, 2011, Boston Globe Online
Jamaica Plain Group asks Orthodox archbishop to save land overlooking Jamaica Pond

By Joseph Leahy, Globe Correspondent

A group of Jamaica Plain residents is reaching out to the Archbishop of Constantinople, the official head of the Eastern Orthodox Church based in Istanbul, in an effort to save a wooded hill overlooking Jamaica Pond from development. 

The Community Caring Institute (CCI) has instigated a letter-writing campaign beseeching Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, known for his environmentalism, to prevent Brookline-based Hellenic College from selling a 12.5-acre plot of deciduous woods on its campus to developers.

The college, which has listed the property for $18 million, is seeking to close a significant budget gap.

“Dear Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew I of Constantinople,” reads the letter. “Please stand with us in preserving and conserving one of the most pristine hillside woodlands left in the city of Boston … We, like you, believe that man has become reckless in its care of the earth, consumed by greed. We, like you, believe that social justice is closely linked with our treatment of the ecosystem, and those with money and power often gain more at the cost of the poor.”

Hellenic College’s Public Relations Director John Papson said that though the College does “fall under the auspices” of the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, the decision to sell the land along Prince Street rests with the college’s trustees.

“As to whether [contacting the Archbishop] would have an effect,” he said, “It might; it might not.”

Archbishop Bartholomew, often referred to as “Green Pope,” is a staunch conservationist who has received numerous international awards for his efforts as an environmental activist. He has been quoted as saying, “If human beings were to treat one another’s personal property the way they treat the natural environment, we would view that behavior as anti-social and illegal.”

He also once wrote: “When will we understand that a crime against nature is a crime against ourselves and sin against God?”

CCI’s letter, drafted by institute coordinator Alison Yoos, explains to the Archbishop the environmental costs of a sale, including the potential loss of trees, habitat for animals, and watershed pollution. The J-shaped plot, cupping the southern portion of the school’s 40-acre campus, remains largely as it was before the area was settled.

Yoos, 24, said her greatest fear is that the land will be overrun by condominiums and hopes a positive response from Istanbul will ensure that never happens.

“[The archbishope’s] publicly stated support is something we can take to the college and communicate to the leaders that the head of their church supports the preservation of the land,” said Yoos, a graduate student of public health at Northeastern University.

Yoos said the letter to the patriarch will be sent to other local conservation groups, and translated into Turkish for distribution to Turkish media.

Gerry Wright, CCI director and a community organizer in Jamaica Plain for 52 years, points out this is not the first time property on Prince Street overlooking the pond has been threatened.

“This is the fourth and final time for protecting the hill,” he said.

In 1993, the college scaled back its plans to build dorms on campus when a community campaign drew attention to how the new buildings would rise above the tree line and be visible from the pond.

In 1990 and 1998 community campaigns also thwarted projects proposed by developers to build on the Prince Street property before the college owned it. Wright said he helped convince Hellenic College in 2005 to purchase the land, with the expectation it would be protected from future development.

In early January, however, the 12.5-acre plot appeared on a real estate listing and today the property at 156-222 Prince Street is listed on the Otis & Ahearn Real Estate website with the words, “one time opportunity for the right owner or developer. This 12.5 acre wooded setting overlooking Jamaica Pond with skyline views of Boston is truly a rare offering.”

Wright said he believes the final solution for protecting the hill will be for state, city and conservation groups to jointly purchase the property and set up a land trust. He said the Board of Directors for the Emerald Necklace Conservancy voted last Wednesday to make protecting the land its top priority.

“We want to put pressure on the church to show that we will make it impossible for any developer to purchase that land,” said Wright.

Papson said the Archbishop speaks fluent English and the CCI’s letter has a good possibility of reaching him.

“There are certainly ways to communicate with him. It’s no secret,” said Papson.

A representative for Archbishop Bartholomew in Istanbul was unavailable for comment.

Jamaica Plain Gazette, May 13, 2011
Hellenic Hill preservation talks begin

By John Ruch

http://jamaicaplaingazette.com/2011/05/13/hellenic_hill_preservation_talks_begin/ 


The Emerald Necklace Conservancy (ENC) is in preliminary talks with Hellenic College about preserving of Hellenic Hill, an undeveloped woodlands overlooking Jamaica Pond that the college owns and plans to sell.

In a phone interview last week, ENC Executive Director Julie Crockford said the ENC and others interested in conserving the land have met twice with the college.

“The college is open to working with us to exploring conservation alternatives and donor interest in conservation alternatives,” she said.

A first step in that effort would be to work with the school to figure out what the land is worth, she said.

Hellenic College spokesperson John Papson told the Gazette the college has received two offers on the land from developers, but said the school is not currently in active conversations with either of them. He confirmed that the college had recently met with ENC and others interested in conserving the land.

In a letter Archbishop Demetrious head of the Greek Orthodox Archdiocese of America and President of Hellenic’s board of trustees said, “The Executive Committee of the Board of Trustees…is working on all kinds of options which will benefit our school as well as preserve and conserve the land around it.” That letter was addressed to the Community Caring Institute—a Jamaica Plain nonprofit—and red out loud at a community forum on the future of the Hill April 27. 

Crockford said the conservation effort was buttressed by that forum at the First Church Unitarian Universalist on Elliot Street. The forum was attended by over 100 community members and elected officials and sponsored by a host of JP organizations, including Friends of Jamaica Pond, the Arborway Coalition and the Jamaica Pond and Jamaica Hills neighborhood associations. The sentiments expressed there were universally pro-conservation.

Papson said the college has not determined what it believes the land is worth. But Crockford said it is likely the sale price will be lower if the land is sold for conservation than it would be if it were sold for development.

And getting a conservation sale-price could be easier if there is strong community opposition to development. “If the community can really stop this, then it only has conservation value,” Crockford told the Gazette immediately following the forum.

Pond-area resident Roger Gottlieb said at the forum that he is ready to go to the mat for the land.

“This is sacred space. It means too much to too many people and other life forms…We should raise money, organize and write letters. And if it comes to it, do civil disobedience,” he said.

At the forum, many community members expressed interest in working on a community fund-raising effort to purchase the land.

This week Gerry Wright, head of Community Caring and the Friends of Jamaica Pond, said the friends group and other local organizations plan to host a follow-up meeting in the next two weeks. 

Community members got some encouragement from Christian Orthodox Church in Constantinople, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew. 

“His All-Holiness appreciates your concern for the beautiful city of Boston, and especially its unique Emerald Necklace, which he recalls from his visit to New England. He is also touched by your vigilance to control development in the area…” says a letter written by Patriarch Bartholomew’s secretary and addressed to Alison Yoos of the JP nonprofit the Community Caring Institute. 

The letter also says that while the patriarch has “no immediate jurisdiction” over the sale or development of the hill, he would express his feelings on the subject to Archbishop Demetrious of America.

Patriarch Batholomew and Archbishop Demetrious’s letters were both read at the forum.

"Obviously, [the patriarch’s] opinion is respected. But, as we’ve said in the past, the buck stops on the desk of the board…They’re the ones who have to make the decisions here," Papson said, adding that the board is responsible for the school’s financial well-being.
Boston Globe Online, April 26, 2011

Patriarch writes from Istanbul to support preserving Hellenic Hill in JP

By Matt Rocheleau, Town Correspondent

http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaica_plain/2011/04/orthodox_christian_church_head.html

An effort to save a 12.5-acre undeveloped Boston oasis has received a significant blessing from a religious leader nearly 5,000 miles away who was described by 60 Minutes as “one of the world's most important Christian leaders, second only to the pope.”

In February, the Jamaica Plain-based Community Caring Institute wrote the leader of the Orthodox Christian Church who lives in Turkey asking that he support their efforts to preserve woodlands owned by, and recently considered for sale by, Hellenic College, a Greek Orthodox Christian school on a 59-acre campus straddling the border of Brookline and JP. 

The institute’s director and neighborhood activist Gerry Wright said Monday the group received a response from His All Holiness, the Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, Archbishop of Constantinople, New Rome earlier this month.

Replying to the group’s correspondence, the religious leader known for his environmental activism and nicknamed the “Green Patriarch” expressed support for preserving Hellenic Hill in JP, Wright said.

“When I picked up the letter at the mailbox and it said it was from Istanbul, I couldn’t believe it,” said Wright Monday by phone.

While the letter was “clearly not a promise” by the patriarch to ensure the land would not be developed or sold to developers, Wright said “he felt very positive” about the response. He said he also received a follow-up letter from New York City-based Primate of the Greek Orthodox Church in America, His Eminence Archbishop Demetrios of America, who chairs the college’s trustee board. 

School spokesman John Papson said Tuesday he was aware of the communication sent from both the patriarch and archbishop but had not seen the text either letter. Officials at the archbishop's office in New York referred requests for comment to the college.

Wright said copies of the letters his group has received will be available at a community forum to discuss “visions, reflections, ideas and concerns” about the hill’s future at 7 p.m. on Wednesday at the First Church on Eliot Street.

The plot along Prince Street and overlooking Jamaica Pond was listed for sale by the college in January with an $18-million asking price. Some residents and groups fear the property may be bought from the college by someone eyeing to develop the valuable piece of real estate. 

“The beauty of Hellenic Hill … is [when you're there] you feel as if you’re in Maine, New Hampshire or Vermont,” said Wright, who is also the founder and president of Friends of Jamaica Pond.

The friends group has also launched an online petition to “Save Jamaica Pond’s Watershed” that now boasts over 800 signatures.

Wright said the hope is that by combining city, state, private organization and community members’ funds, the land that has been threatened by development three times in the past can be purchased from the college for permanent preservation.
Boston Globe Online, April 28, 2011

College: Conserving Hellenic Hill in Jamaica Pond an option

By Matt Rocheleau, Town Correspondent

http://www.boston.com/yourtown/news/jamaica_plain/2011/04/college_conserving_hellenic_hi.html

With the future of Hellenic Hill in limbo for the fourth time in two decades, residents met Wednesday evening to brainstorm for a way to permanently preserve the large undeveloped, heavily forested Jamaica Plain space.

A spokesman for Hellenic College, which owns the property, told the packed crowd at the First Church that while the school is not “beating the bushes looking for buyers,” its 50-member trustee board has been considering “a few” offers. He said he was not at liberty to discuss those offers further at this time.

“The land is for sale in the sense that if anyone approaches the school with an offer, they can do that,” said spokesman John Papson, who is a longtime JP resident. “The college is willing to discuss and listen to any offer.”

“Conservation is an option being considered,” he added. School officials are “waiting and interested to hear what the conservation groups have in mind.”

Julie Crockford, head of the Emerald Necklace Conservancy, said the organization has met with the college once about finding a way to conserve the school’s property on Hellenic Hill and has another meeting scheduled with campus officials.

She feels that maintaining the land overlooking Jamaica Pond in its undeveloped state will likely require significant fund-raising, in order to purchase the property from Hellenic College.

Hellenic Hill’s current city zoning as a “conservation protection subdistrict” forbids certain development; but it allows for other development types, both on a conditional and as-of-right basis. Due to overlapping rules based on the size of development in the subdistrict, nearly any proposal for Hellenic Hill would be subject to a city review and approval process.

(see * below for more zoning-related details)
The school’s spokesman said that a real estate listing posted in January for 12.5 acres along Prince Street, with an $18-million asking price, “did not officially represent the school.”

“It was unfortunate. It shouldn’t have been posted,” Papson said of the listing in an interview after the community forum, adding that the idea of selling college property on Hellenic Hill is in the early stages. “No price has been established.”

During the forum, he also explained: “While the initial indication was 12 acres, there have obviously been some indicators of interest more than 12 acres, … [but, 12 acres] is more or less what we’re talking about.”

He said the college’s property comprises around 52 acres, about two-thirds of which, including all of the land currently considered for sale, is in Boston. The rest extends into Brookline.

The spokesman said the scope of what the college may sell, when that could happen and the price the school would ask for are matters the trustee board would need to discuss and decide on. He said he was not aware of whether the board had decided on any timeline, acreage, or property value figures, nor was he aware of whether the trustees would only consider the highest offer it receives.

Papson said the college will not develop the land, but did not rule out the possibility that it could be sold to someone who intends to develop there. He also said selling some of the school’s Hellenic Hill property “would help [the school financially], but it’s not a total and absolute necessity.”

When urged for more details by audience members, Papson said he would relay questions – including that the college provide an estimated acreage and asking price for the land, release recent trustee meeting minutes and disclose the school’s financial standing – to the trustees.

“At this stage, at this point, we don’t have anything more to say, because there isn’t anything more to say,” he said.

The crowd was overwhelmingly, if not entirely, there to show support for preserving Hellenic Hill, including residents who took the microphone declaring the woodlands a “sacred space” and “a miracle that we have it.”

“This is not a matter of compromise,” declared one JP man. “This is a matter of no development under any circumstances.”

At-large City Councilor Felix Arroyo called the effort “a citywide fight,” while At-large Councilor Ayanna Pressley and District 6 Councilor Matt O’Malley pledged to do everything in their power to keep the land undeveloped.

Another resident said that, if needed, the group should be willing to partake in non-violent, “civil disobedience” to protect the land from development.

The crowd discussed next steps needed in the effort to permanently preserve Hellenic Hill, including: organizing a group, committee or task force-like structure to lead the effort; form a list of individuals and entities the group should communicate and otherwise display a show of support for their cause to; and – the most-discussed measure – continue petitioning online and moving toward the idea of pooling all available state, city, private organization and community funds in order to make an offer to purchase the property from the college.

The evening began with a reading of two response letters from prominent leaders of the religion Hellenic College was founded and remains centered upon – Greek Orthodox Christianity.

One letter of support for preserving the Hellenic Hill was addressed from the worldwide head of the Greek Orthodox Christian Church, who lives in Istanbul, Turkey. The second letter, acknowledging the community members' concerns over the property, came from the church’s Archbishop of America, Demetrios, who is also the college’s trustee board chair.

To see the letter from Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew, click here. To see the letter from the archbishop and trustee board chair, click here. To see the letter the religious leaders were responding to, click here. 

*Footnote:
The city’s definition of the subdistrict classification, along with a comprehensive list of allowed, conditional and forbidden uses, is explained in detail here by the redevelopment authority.
Also, according to the city, constructing any structure with a gross floor area of 50,000 square feet or more would be subject to a “large project” city review approval process, and because of its conservation protection subdistrict status, the city would require review and approval through a “small project” process for any development that adds 2,500 or more square feet of gross floor area; or moves 100 or more cubic yards of earth; or increases the impervious surface of the site by 400 or more square feet; or is located on a lot containing less than one acre of land.
