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HOUSING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT COMMITTEE 

 

DATE: August 8, 2012 (Wednesday) 

TIME: 5:30 – 7:30 p.m. 

  LOCATION: Room 209, Second Floor 

    Portland City Hall 
 
 

A G E N D A 

 

 

1. Review and accept minutes of previous meeting held on June 27 and July 11, 2012. 

 

2. Congress Square Property Disposition Discussion   
a. See enclosed communication and memo from Alex Jaegerman updating Committee 

outmes of the Congress Square Redesign Study Group 

 

3. Portland Housing Authority and City potential partnerships – Mark Adelson, Executive 

Director/Portland Housing Authority 

a. No materials enclosed. Power Point presentation provided at meeting. 

 

4. Executive Session:  The Committee will go into executive session pursuant to 1 M.R.S.A. 

405(6)(F) and 5 M.R.S.A. 13119-A to discuss: 

 

a. Federated/Bayside Project Negotiations for sale of City owned real estate. See 

enclosed materials 

b. Review and direction related to two Project TIF requests and two HOME loan 

fund requests. Materials for one TIF request enclosed. Other project materials to be 

provided before the meeting.  

 

5. Next meeting date:  August 22, 2012. 

 

 

 

 

        Councilor Nicholas Mavodones/Chair 





 
Memorandum 
Planning and Urban Development Department 
Planning Division 
 
 
To:  Congress Square Re-Design Study Group  
 
From:  Alex Jaegerman, FAICP, Planning Division Director     
 
Date:  July 26, 2012  
 
Re:  Congress Square Meeting August 1, 2012    
 
  
Introduction 
The Congress Square Re-Design Study Group (CSRSG) has been considering prospective 
improvements to Congress Square since its appointment in 2008. It is now being asked to 
consider a proposal by RockBridge Capital, the owners of the Eastland Hotel, to acquire a portion 
of the plaza for a new events facility.  Following is a chronological recap of the Study Group 
since its appointment, and a report on the current proposal before the committee.  The Study 
Group is asked to provide advice and input to the City Council’s Housing & Community 
Development Committee (HCDC) at its upcoming meeting on August 8. 
 
Chronology   
September 3, 2008: Congress Square Redesign Study Group Appointed by City Council 
April – Sept., 2010: CSRSG meets 4 times to determine future use of Plaza and recommends  
   that an RFP for design services be developed. 
October 19, 2011: RockBridge Capital, new owners of the Eastland Hotel, presents   
   proposal for a ballroom facility in Congress Square plaza. 
November 21, 2011: CSRSG sends Communication to City Council in response to   
   RockBridge proposal. 
May 9, 2012:  RockBridge presents proposal to HCDC with public comment by  
   CSRSG members and others. 
May – July, 2012: Ad hoc exploratory committee consisting of members of CSRSG,  
   Portland Society of Architects, Creative Portland, and City continue to  
   discuss prospects for an events facility in Congress Square plaza with  
   RockBridge. 
May 24, 2012:  Exploratory committee meets at Peloton Labs with    
   RockBridge representatives to explore possibilities for a mutually  
   beneficial project.  (See attached report) 
 
Discussions with RockBridge 
We have been working with RockBridge and the exploratory committee since the May 9 HCDC 
meeting at which they presented their event facility proposal, to see if there is a mutually 
beneficial “value proposition” between the City and RockBridge that will meet community needs 
for plaza/open space at Congress Square, and the Eastland/Westin need for a sizable event 
facility.  The exploratory committee participated in a ½ day discussion session with city staff and 
RockBridge representatives in an effort to find a solution meeting everyone’s needs.   That 
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session took place May 24 at Peloton Labs, and the summary notes are attached.  Given 
RockBridge’s original stated program need for about 7,150 square feet of event hall space plus 
pre-function and support space, most of the plaza area would have been consumed.  The 
participants endeavored to maximize the value and utility of remaining open space and plaza 
space, incorporating curb adjustments to widen the sidewalk area, envisioning changes to the 
Congress Square intersection including elimination of the northbound right turn slip lane on High 
Street, and other creative ideas such as roof top gardens, to create a meaningful, functional open 
space for Congress Square.  Also considered were locations nearby where open space could be 
created.  
 
While the results seemed promising at first, the group concluded that the residual open space was 
insufficient in this initial scenario to meet community expectations and needs.  A guideline in 
New York City’s ordinances on public/private plaza development provides benchmark figures on 
the appropriate dimensions of a useful plaza area, especially a minimum dimension of 40 feet for 
plaza width and depth.  This is not a hard and fast rule, but is a useful figure to assess a workable 
solution. (Link to NYC standards document:  
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcp/html/pops/plaza_standards.shtml) 
 
Seeking a Better Balance 
With that information provided to RockBridge, they developed revised plans to address the 
concerns about the balance between developed area and functional open space.  These plans 
demonstrate that a 6,500 square foot event hall can be accommodated with a 45’ setback from the 
Congress Street curb line.  RockBridge has indicated that the facility can only be reduced in size 
to the extent that it remains a versatile and functional event facility, and that it cannot shrink any 
further and still be feasible for them to develop.    
 
Further discussions with RockBridge and a few members of the exploratory committee have 
distilled a prospect for a minimum dimension of plaza and sidewalk space of 55 feet as measured 
from the curb line of Congress Street, with the curb extended an additional 8 feet to maximize the 
plaza area.  This concept, along with a comprehensive design effort to improve all four corners of 
Congress Square and reclaim some pavement area as open space/plaza area, presents an 
opportunity to create an integrated public square with a plaza area remaining of approximately 
40’ x 90’, or 4,300 sf., not including sidewalk area.  By eliminating the right turn slip lane from 
High Street to Free Street, a recommendation of recent downtown transportation plans, an 
additional 3,900 sf of public space can be reclaimed in front of the Portland Museum of Art.  (See 
attached sketch plan) 
 
Findings of Exploratory Committee 
On July 17, 2012, the exploratory committee met again at Peloton Labs to review the latest 
proposal with the intent of presenting a recommendation to the CSRSG meeting scheduled for 
August 1.  The findings of this session are that the balance of open space to private development 
is not ideal, but that when Congress Square is viewed as a whole, there remain advantages to 
development of an events facility in the plaza.  Views ranged from the perspective that the 
RockBridge proposal should be tabled until a community vision for Congress Square is created, 
to a willingness to engage with RockBridge to design a public space in coordination with 
RockBridge design development of the event facility, with the expectation that a desirable design 
solution will result that would form the basis of a transaction to facilitate the design of a smaller 
plaza integral to the entirety of Congress Square.  A middle ground idea is to simultaneously 
design two alternative solutions:  a compact plaza in the territory remaining assuming the 
RockBridge event facility and a ground up re-design of the entire plaza without the proposed 
facility. 
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Following discussion, the consensus position and recommendation of the exploratory committee 
to the CSRSG is to pursue design of the two alternatives.   
 
Pros and Cons of Each Alternative: 

Alternative with entire plaza as open space  
 Pros 

1. Retention of the plaza as a scarce open space in the heart of downtown 
protects an important community asset. 

2. The large open space acts as an oasis of green within an intensely developed 
urban environment. 

3. It is desirable to have a location for arts events in the heart of the Arts 
District. 

4. The general lack of success of the present Congress Square is caused in large 
part by its poor design, and a more creative and inspired design might 
generate more activity and vitality. 

5. … 
Cons 
1. The current size and configuration of the plaza is problematic, and re-design 

will not guarantee its transformation to a successful urban space.  The depth 
of the plaza and the lack of activity on two sides and in the back corner make 
it very difficult to create an animated and active space.   

2. The elevation change of four feet presents a fundamental design challenge, as 
the “sunken plaza” has often been cited as a negative feature.  While the 
existing steps could be relocated and reconfigured, the grade differential will 
remain in any new design. 

3. Re-design of the entire plaza will require a substantial capital investment of 
$500,000 to $750,000 or possibly more, depending on the material quality, 
features, and amenities desired.  

4. Programming of events to keep this large plaza busy is expensive and cannot 
be sustained for much of the year.  Experience has shown that neighbors are 
quite sensitive to late night and amplified sound events.  Congress Square is 
not as conducive to event programming and civic gatherings as is Monument 
Square. 

5. … 
 
Alternative with Event Facility  
Pros 

1. The event facility will enhance the success and activity level associated with the 
Eastland Hotel.  A first class hotel, with a new flag/brand in Portland, with 
versatile function space will bring life and increased pedestrian activity to the 
heart of the Arts District generating business opportunities and patrons to the 
immediate neighborhood and the City. 

2. The proposed events facility with the Eastland at Congress Square presents a 
unique and timely opportunity to create a complementary use, with a developer 
and experienced hotel operator who is ready and able to move forward. The 
Eastland was originally designated with rights to utilize 30% of the plaza for 
commercial purposes.   

3. Design development of the smaller plaza is a functional plaza area that will be 
more manageable and affordable to construct, and will not have the grade change 
challenge of the larger plaza.   
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4. Design of the compact plaza can achieve many of the objectives articulated by 
the CSRSG of incorporating public art, landscaping, and other amenities within 
the plaza and can encompass the entire Congress Square intersection to 
incorporate additional space into the plaza and square. 

5. Proceeds of the sale of property for development can be reinvested in the public 
realm of the plaza and Square. 

6. … 
 

Cons 
 
1. The remaining open space of the plaza is of minimum acceptable dimension, and 

will not accommodate larger gatherings unless the street is closed to traffic. 
2. Open space is a scarce resource downtown, and loss of plaza area to development 

cannot be easily replaced elsewhere, or would not serve the same urban residents 
as Congress Square does or could potentially through a more successful design. 

3. The loss of open space is irreversible, and cannot be reclaimed once a building is 
constructed in the plaza.  

4. … 
 
 
Recommendation Options for Consideration 
 
Redesign with Event Facility If the CSRSG believes that the best prospect is to pursue the joint 
development with RockBridge for an event facility and small plaza with enhanced design for the 
entire square, this could be the basis of a recommendation to the HCDC.  Implementation of this 
recommendation would involve the City proceeding with a design services contract with 
landscape architecture, traffic engineering, and architectural consultants to effect the re-design of 
the public realm, concurrently and in coordination with a private design development initiative by 
RockBridge for the building program and architectural solution to the event facility.  The point of 
intersection of the public and private space would involve a design collaboration to determine the 
optimal relationship between the plaza and square and the outer walls of the event facility.  
Concurrent with design development of the public and private spaces, a development agreement 
would be negotiated between the City and RockBridge stipulating the terms of the transaction.  It 
is recommended that any monetary proceeds of such transaction would be invested back into the 
public realm with the creation of the new compact plaza, sidewalks, street furnishings, and 
mitigation of the traffic conditions including the reclaiming of the slip lane for public space if 
proven feasible.  Additional funding through the CIP or other funding sources might also need to 
be pursued, depending upon the proceeds of the transaction and the overall costs of the proposed 
public improvements. Design of the public realm would generate a detailed site plan, roughly 
70% design development, suitable for permitting, feasibility, and costing.  The event facility 
would similarly be developed by RockBridge to a schematic design level, subject to further 
architectural and engineering resolution for permitting purposes.  
 
Alternative Designs with and without the Events Facility If the CSRSG is not convinced of the 
merits of the joint development, but believes that a comparison between a newly designed plaza 
without the event facility and the design of the plaza and square with the facility is needed to 
make an informed decision, then the City could engage in a design exercise that would generate 
design concepts for both conditions.  Because of the cost of developing two design alternatives, 
the resolution will be more conceptual, but will be sufficiently detailed to provide a solid basis for 
choosing a direction in which to proceed.  Once a decision is made, further design development 
will be required to complete the design for the chosen solution.  RockBridge would be ‘on-hold’ 
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while this process unfolds, as they would not be expected to design a facility without a sense that 
the City is reasonably committed to a solution including the facility.  It must be noted that the 
time frame for this process would need to be highly expedited, because the window of 
opportunity for the events facility is time limited.   
 
Design for the Plaza and Square without Further Consideration of the Events Facility  If the 
CSRSG believes that the joint development of the plaza with the events facility is not in the best 
interests of the City, then the recommendation would be to proceed with design development of 
the plaza and surrounding square, through 70% design development.  With design in hand, costs 
will be identified, and a request for capital funding and/or fundraising from other sources can be 
pursued.   
 
The funding for the various levels of design for the public realm improvements for each of the 
three alternative recommendations identified above is available through the existing CIP 
allocation to this project. 

  
 
Attachments: 

1. May 24, 2012 Peloton Labs Discussion Summary 
2. Sketch plan showing event facility envelope with remaining plaza space potential 

throughout Congress Square 



Congress Square - Rockbridge Capital Proposal Exploratory Discussion 
May 24,2012 
 
The scope of this meeting was to try to find a “value proposition” that could align the 
requirements of Rockbridge Capital, new owner and developer of the Eastland Hotel 
property, for building a meeting/event facility with the aspirations of the people of 
Portland for an improved public space in Congress Sq.  We hoped to craft an agreement 
of shared values and a basic development scheme that could be presented to the public 
and the Council that would satisfy Rockbridge’s development plans, the City’s economic 
development goals and create quality public space if not the same quantity.  This would 
be the starting point for an in depth public review process.  
 
We began with a discussion of Rockbridge’s requirements for a successful event space: 

 Size requirements:  7000 plus square feet of dedicated event space  
        3000 plus square feet of pre-event circulation space 

 The level of the new space needs to be easily accessible from the existing 
kitchen with little grade change.  The event space floor would essentially 
match the grade at the Congress St. sidewalk. 

 Code requirements and industry standards pertaining to square footage per 
table/chair were discussed.  Rockbridge offered that their franchise 
standards are more conservative than code.  The 7000 sq. ft. space would 
accommodate 500 people at tables and more in a theater style. 

 According to Rockbridge, a capacity of 500 would be able to attract the 
best possible range of users for the space, offer the best return on 
investment for them and the best economic development for the city and 
arts district.  

 Building a smaller space would raise construction costs on a per foot 
basis, reduce flexibility and therefore limit use of the space.  Rockbridge 
claims that it may not be prudent for them to build smaller. 

The group offered some creative solutions which Rockbridge had a chance to respond to: 
 Build the event space underground with the plaza at or slightly above grade. 

Response: Geotech reports show bedrock at only 13 feet below grade.  This 
would make construction too expensive. Floor would not be at optimal level 
in relation to kitchen. Underground event space is not appealing and usually 
unsuccessful. 

 Create a publicly accessible green roof above the event space.  Response: To 
expensive due to public egress codes and cost of construction.  Legal/liability 
issues.  Security issues.   

 Create public/private space in the pre-event circulation area along High St. 
This could be done with movable glass openings and finish materials that give 
an impression of blurring the distinction between inside and out. This space 
could be available to the public when not in use by the hotel. Response: This 
option was met more optimistically.  The issues would be maintenance, 
franchise requirements, legal/liability, security and a confused perception 
from the public as to when it would be available. 
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 One of the top concerns of Rockbridge is the current activities that take place 
in the Park.  They feel that this is far from an inviting situation for their 
guests. We asked if, in a redesigned and improved park, they would operate a 
café. This would change the interface between the building and the plaza and 
could create positive activity.  Response:  Not part of their program.  They are 
hotel operators not restaurant operators. Creating a new restaurant in the hotel 
on High St. is their limit. 

 We asked if they would consider approaching the owner of the low adjoining 
building to purchase it.  This would allow for more flexibility in design and 
plaza space.  Response:  Not interested. 

 
Given the conditions and requirements offered by Rockbridge, our group envisioned how 
Congress Sq. could look and be improved to meet those needs and still improve the 
public experience.  We discussed a holistic approach to the square that redeveloped it 
from an intersection devoted to moving cars through to a public space with pedestrians as 
priority.  This could be achieved by gaining as much extra space as possible by narrowing 
the road at the intersection and removing the slip lane to Free St. All four corners would 
need coordinated hardscape and plantings.  The road surface of the intersection would be 
replaced with a pedestrian friendly material that gives the message to both pedestrians 
and motorists that this is a special people oriented place.  The small slice of the plaza that 
remains would need careful design.  This is an approach that stresses quality over 
quantity and responds fully  to Rockbridge’s stated needs.  We questioned exactly where 
the limit of the building should be facing Congress and how much should remain as 
public plaza to be successful for both an event space and public space. Given the overall 
improvement of the square, how much needs to remain of the plaza to make it successful 
and acceptable to the public? 
 
The other important issues we identified and discussed that will need to be resolved 
relating to building on the plaza as a possible solution to the difficult public space: 

 Quality verses quantity.  What is the relationship and how small is acceptable 
with quality public space.  New York City has extensive guidelines for 
creating public plazas. 

 How to interface the building edge with the public space.  Existing conditions 
are blank sides of buildings as a result of removing a building. Active uses 
that engage the public are preferable.  Restaurants, retail. 

 High quality urban architecture 
 
Conclusion and Recommendation: 

 Congress Square Plaza has been identified as a failed public space due to, 
among other reasons, the space being defined by the blank sides of buildings 
with no activities engaging the park.  It is too big with “dead spots” in the 
corners. It is lower than the sidewalk grade which makes it uninviting and 
appear dangerous. 

 An appropriately sized building with high quality architecture could resolve 
the issues of the problem plaza and not necessarily be considered a give away 
to private interest. 
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 To successfully reduce the size of the plaza, the project needs to be addressed 
in the context of the complete square.  A quality but smaller plaza would be 
acceptable if the entire square were redesigned as a pedestrian oriented public 
square.  The city needs to participate immediately by using the $50,000 set 
aside for design.  Any revenues from the sale of land should be used 
exclusively to rebuild the plaza and square. 

 The relationship of the size of the building to the size of the remaining plaza is 
critical. New York City has developed graphic guidelines for successful 
plazas. These guidelines have been developed over years and vast experience 
and we should rely on them to determine an optimal size and configuration.   

 First class architecture is critical to completing the square and adding the 
elements to a smaller improved park that it needs to succeed. A hotel entrance 
facing Congress St., as proposed, is critical to bringing activity to that area. 
The end of hall wall facing Congress can not be blank. It needs to engage 
pedestrians and be vibrant and animated.  This could be accomplished with an 
appropriately sized sculpture or water feature. An atrium was also suggested. 

 The city should give a façade grant to the owner of the low building on the 
east side of the plaza to create an entrance directly onto the plaza.  This 
always seems to be an underutilized storefront but could be very successful if 
facing the plaza. This would create activity on the second wall of the plaza. 
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From:  Kevin Donoghue <kjdonoghue@portlandmaine.gov> 

To: Patrick Venne <land.planning.law@gmail.com> 
CC: Dave Marshall <marshalldistrict2@gmail.com>, Alex Jaegerman <AQJ@portlandmaine.gov> 

Date:  8/1/2012 10:43 AM 

Subject:  Re: Congress Square 
 

Thanks, Patrick. 

 
I've forwarded your message to Alex, for inclusion in the record as we 

might move forward. 

 
On Wed, Aug 1, 2012 at 10:40 AM, Patrick Venne 

<land.planning.law@gmail.com>wrote: 

 
> Hi Kevin, David: 

> 

> I was unable to open a link to the 'contact us' info on the City's 
> Congress Square Redesign Committee webpage, but this could be a 

> computer-specific problem.  Can you please see to it that this email makes 

> its way into the public comment material of today's meeting?  Thanks in 

> advance. 

> 

> I realize the tension between development and preservation of open space, 
> and believe both sides are legitimately concerned.  That being said, what 

> we should really be interested in here is 'functional' public open space. 

> In America, where we lack grand public plazas for the most part, our public 
> spaces have for better or worse become our urban streetscapes.  Therefore, 

> it would seem both of the aforementioned concerns (public space and new 
> development) can be mutually accommodated by a new structure in Congress 

> Square that is designed appropriately and to enhance the pedestrian 

> experience along Congress.  Whether this means a sidewalk hugging structure 
> or one flanked by intimate-scaled space for cafe tables, etc., is anyone's 

> guess and not susceptible to an armchair opinion by me.  But my basic point 

> is to highlight that this may not be a winner takes all situation, but 
> rather may very well be a win-win one.  Some moveable cafe chairs and a 

> condition to provide restricted public wi-fi in a narrow strip along 

> Congress would enliven this area and provide enough of a footprint for 
> development. 

> 

> The sort of larger-scaled park we see at Tommy's/Post-Office in the Old 
> Port, however, might be inappropriate here.  Whereas there is slow-moving 

> traffic in the Old Port, surrounded by abundant office and retail space, 

> Congress Square lies at the heart of a major three-way intersection 
> composed of a de-facto traffic arterial and the State's busiest road. 

> Maybe I'm wrong, but the location seems less than ideal for a large public 

> park, especially in light of the presence of Deering Oaks nearby.  A more 
> functional urban space, however, seems perfect for this space.  And I 

> stress 'functional,' as there is an entire body of literature on the 

> failings of NYC plazas that look nice but which are never used (see, for a 
> local example, Canal Plaza in Portland).  Just some thoughts. 

> 

> Whatever is decided, good luck finding the best solution, and thanks for 
> considering these points! 

> 

> Sincerely, 
> 

> Patrick Venne 

> 
> -- 

> 

> Patrick J. Venne, Esq., JD/MCP 
> Attorney, Planner, Urban Illustrator 

>  FBCI Course Series Graduate 

> www.*linkedin*.com/in/landuse <http://www.linkedin.com/in/landuse> 
> p:(207) 274-1298 

> 













Stone Coast Properties, LLC 

 
                                                                                                         142 High Street, Suite 513 
                                                                                   Portland ME 04101  

               
                                
 
August 1, 2012 
 
Office of the City Counselors 
Portland City Hall 
389 Congress Street 
Portland ME 04112 
 
Re: Eastland Park Plaza 
 
As the owner of the Congress Square building (aka the State Theatre Building) we 
would like to voice our opinion concerning the potential redevelopment of Congress 
Square Plaza into a new ballroom facility by the owners of the Eastland Park 
Hotel. Our view is that the redevelopment of the Square for the Eastland Park 
Hotel Ballroom is a unique opportunity that would benefit the City, neighboring 
businesses and the Hotel. Ensuring the long term successful operation of the 
Hotel is critical to the vitality of this location, and the general Portland area.   
 
The Park at Congress Square is a public resource but has only been there since 
1983 and has been failed public space throughout our ownership which began in 
2003. It is located on the busiest downtown vehicular intersection has a 
challenging pedestrian environment and is extremely difficult to keep safe during 
daylight hours and is not welcoming to visitors of any type.  The current usage of 
the Park is not an ideal situation for all that visit the area. Over the past several 
years we have witnessed inappropriate public behavior by the users of the Park 
including altercations, public urination, drug sales, and intoxications.   Our 
tenants have raised concerns about this adverse behavior taking place in the 
Park, and some have relocated to other sections of the City.  
 
We urge the City to move forward with this carefully and thoughtfully crafted “win-
win” strategy that allows this major economic development to take place bringing 
new tourism jobs and gaining new visitors to the Arts District through the addition 
of much needed conference space.  The re-opening of the State Theatre has 
brought tremendous night life to the area, with new businesses reestablishing 
themselves on Congress Street.  The reincarnation of the Eastland should have 
a similar effect on the neighborhood. 
 
In terms of impact on the neighborhood, our concerns are minimal.  For the 
operation of the State Theatre, any improvements should not interfere with the 
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access to our loading dock through the alley located adjacent to 150 High St.  
Under current conditions accessing the alley is a challenge.  Our second and last 
current concern involves the Immanuel Baptist Church located at 156 High 
Street.  Consideration of religious events at the Church should be a high priority 
for the new owners of the Eastland Hotel.  Parking of buses, trucks, etc. in front 
of the Church should not be permitted except in extreme emergency conditions.  
The current parking laws for buses idling, parking, etc. should be enforced for the 
safety and comfort of the neighbors of the Eastland Hotel. 
 
In closing we are in full support of the redevelopment of the Park at Congress 
Square. 
 
Very truly yours, 
Stone Coast Properties, LLC 
By: 
 
 
 
Ronald J. Goglia, 
Its Manager and President. 
 
 
 

Dad Desktop xps8300
Stamp



 1 

6 August 2012 
 
 

 
Congress Square Park, 4 August 2012 

 
To the members of the Congress Square Planning Committee and the Portland City 
Council, 
 
The matter of Congress Square Park, as you know, is not trivial in the least. The prospect 
of the public, open-air portion of a public square being sold off to a private developer is 
not only alarming to the many residents within a couple of blocks of the Square, but also 
undermining to continuing growth in the Arts District within which the park is integral. 
From the Congress Street side, the park may appear to be unexploited space, but from the 
High Street side- the much more residential view- the park is public, open gathering 
space. I have lived alongside this park since its very inception, and hope you will 
consider the viewpoint of a thirty-year neighbor and devoted Portlander that wishes 
success for my beloved city as much as you do. The park needs to be protected from 
private developers’ structures- in this case Rockbridge’s intentions for the historic 
Eastland Hotel, and the public, open-air portion of Congress Square must be maintained 
as such. Indeed, any longtime resident knows how desirable Portland has become. But as 
the elected and delegated good stewards of this city, it is essential to know when to 
protect city spaces and landmarks from detrimental exploitation. Obliterating Congress 
Square Park would demonstrate excessive tilting to speculative interests that do not have 
city residents in mind, as well as being a show of inadequate stewardship to the city’s 
human assets. Please say no to the developers. This isn’t Marginal Way, which adjoins 
landfiled highways and scrapyards; Congress Square is a downtown creative and human 
crossroads- one of very few.   
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Personal History and Context 
 

 
Congress Square Park & Portland Museum of Art, built together, in 1982. 

 
My personal history and present-day life testimonial regarding Congress Square is surely 
worth your reading and consideration. I arrived in Portland on Labor Day weekend1981, 
at the age of 17, to begin college at nearby Portland School of Art (now Maine College of 
Art). Back then, the Eastland Hotel was going through one of its innumerable renovations 
and was closed but for the “tower section,” which is near Deering Street. The rooms were 
rented out as inexpensive apartments, and I lived in #82. During the Eastland fire in 
November of that year, I rescued an elderly neighbor, carrying her down the unlit fire 
stairs from the 8th floor to an awaiting Portland firefighter. Forced out, along with my 
neighbors, due to fire damage- yet determined to continue at college without interruption- 
I found housing in Parkside, and then later in the contiguous portion of the West End, 
where I continue to live. I mention these things alongside Congress Square and its park, 
because I saw all the revitalization from a pedestrian’s point of view. I attended the 
Portland Museum of Art’s opening day (1983), and my school friends and I would play 
chess at the checkerboard tables in the facing park.  
 
Thirty years with the post-1982 Congress Square of the Portland Museum of Art plus the 
facing public Park is surely worth a listen. Immediately following my years at MeCA, 
helping to manage the commercial studio Portland Photographics (High Street at York 
Street), as well as teaching at MeCA in the Baxter Building, between 1986 and 1999. I 
watched the Square become the vital hub for the emanating spokes of the city’s Arts 
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District. During the park’s first two decades, it was regularly maintained and kept clean 
by the city. There was even a Portland Police kiosk right inside the park, near the clock. 
When the park was attended to, it was a great place for lunch hours and for fresh air 
breaks with a book- just as any downtown pocket-park. Its current appearance must not 
dissuade anyone from imagining its public-square open-air potential, neither should its 
past uses be ignored. Like its counterparts around the city, Congress Square shows 
similar frayed-edge recession neglect as Tommy’s Park, Post Office Park, Lincoln Park, 
Longfellow Square, and even Monument Square. None of us should be so pessimistic as 
to believe these times and places cannot be ameliorated. You may recall the recession 
surmounted in the mid-90s, during which the park was revitalized. As a neighbor of the 
park throughout its lifetime, my neighbors and I have enjoyed busking musicians, the 
Sidewalk Art Festival, Movies in the Park (projected onto the large brick wall adjacent to 
Congress Street, First Friday Artwalk exhibitors, and the Congress Square Festivals (in 
the late ‘90s), during which I saw stage performances- including Children’s Theatre. 
Please don’t rescind this public space. I implore each of you to have faith.   

 
 

 
Congress Square Park in 1995, at the birth of the Arts District 

 
Stewardship 
 
Now with the consideration of turning over a public park to a private developer seeking 
to expand the assets of a hotel, I must raise my citizen’s concern regarding stewardship. 
As the entrusted, elected officials of this city, I’m sure you’re already heard similar 
protestations on this topic. My respectful offering is an urging toward the consideration 
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of our broader community- and the related stewardship matters of landmarks and historic 
structures. Congress Square Park is as much part of the MaineWay city improvements as 
Longfellow Square, Monument Square, and “The Golden Triangle” (One City Center). 
When the park was maintained, it was much more indispensable than it appears to you 
now. As a point of stewardship, regarding the park, its original intention must be upheld. 
It was meant to be what Parisians refer to as a carrefour, an open-air public crossroads- a 
respite from downtown’s structural densities, as well as community space for contiguous 
neighbors and workers. In fact, when the Eastland had been owned by Radisson Hotels, 
the portion of Congress Square Park nearest to their entrance had been co-opted as an 
outdoor café. Right now, the Regency Hotel (in the Old Port) is doing the very same 
thing with their attractive Garden Café (at Milk Street and Silver Street). Being effective 
stewards of Congress Square means safeguarding the original purposes of designated 
public space, as well protecting these areas from both decay and unnecessary 
development. Another parallel matter is that of advocating for the stewardship of a 
historic art-deco hotel, built in 1927. Constructing extensions onto historic buildings has, 
after all, been forbidden in the neighborhood. Adjoining Deering Street has been declared 
a historic district in its entirety. 
 
 

 
Congress Square Park as Radisson Eastland outdoor piazza, 1995. 
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Legacies 
 
Accompanying an exhortation to public stewardship is a reminder of community legacies. 
In my profession and employment as an archivist, I practice the stewardship of preserving 
the functional record and facilitating the historic to the public. To say the very least, the 
legacy of demolition when it comes to Union Station (1961), the grandiose 19th century 
Falmouth Hotel (1963), the Franklin Arterial (1969), and the Spring Street Arterial 
(1972), are undoubtedly questionable, with formidable irreversible regrets. But the 
MaineWay Congress Square pedestrian corridor is among the few brighter spots, the 
difference being that piazzas invite humanity (warts and all, but that’s a topic for another 
peripheral discussion about stewardship). Specifically, your committee must consider 
what its legacy will be, when it comes to the city’s stewardship. Will you be known as 
the party that surrendered the public square, or as those who manage and strategize 
development alongside this city of living communities?  Indeed, we cannot correct past 
faults, and one might well argue that the sins of the fathers are inherited by their children. 
What might’ve happened if city officials and neighborhoods really worked together, 
before railroad stations and major sections of homes had been destroyed? We can only 
guess, but surely we can learn. The present, however, is where we live and move and 
have our being.   
 
 

 
Congress Square Park, with its sightline including the Portland Museum of Art and the 

Hay Building, 2012. 
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Potential, the Future, and the Consideration of “Collateral Damage” 
 
Finally, I ask that you weigh the “collateral damage” when you consider the conversion 
of the sole, ample, public open-air urban space west of Monument Square. Think of what 
stands to be irretrievably lost to the city. In the process, consider that a functions room (a 
“ballroom”) is something of occasional use at best. In fact, the Eastland has two of such 
spaces already. Two blocks away, the Holiday Inn Downtown has long boasted of such 
facilities- with no less that two adjoining parking garages. Trade shows and conferences 
have long become the stuff of suburbs and outlying office parks, with access points to 
airports, highways, spas, parking, and less-costly lodging than downtown boutique-style 
hotels. When considering the prospect of jobs generated by a functions room, this would 
be far less consequential than if some fulltime employing industry were to relocate to 
Portland. The Eastland’s future ownership would surely keep its staff as trim as any of its 
counterparts, and those occasions that might require a caterer very likely would bring 
preparers and servers from out of the region. If anything, some builders may get some 
work, also likely from out of state. In essence, this is a zero-sum equation with a net loss 
of the public square aspects of Congress Square. Please consider these issues, and the 
long term loss.   
 
Among the many gold nuggets in the biblical Book of Ecclesiastes, King Solomon added 
an anecdote about leadership and openness to admonishing. The wisest rulers, he 
describes, are those who are open to reproof and concepts that may run contrary to their 
initial wishes. When many are involved and affected, there is surely wisdom to be found 
beyond boardrooms- right along neighborhood streets, in shops, and at dining tables. 
Unfortunately, neighbors and directly-affected residents and workers are not able to vote 
on this issue, however it is fortunate that a concerned person such as myself can write to 
you- in respect and with the perspective of a thirty-years’ invested neighbor of the park: 
living, studying, working, and growing in its midst. Please consider these words, and 
even test them. There is an exponentially greater risk in consenting to the hotel 
developers, than in trusting in the potential of Congress Square Park as an open public 
place. As you consider that which you are about to consent, examine very, very carefully 
what you stand to undo and eliminate from Portland. Please keep the park space public 
and integral to the city’s community life.  
 
Most sincerely, and in the best of faith, 
 
Abraham A. Schechter 
   



From:  Greg Mitchell 
To: Jaegerman, Alex 
CC: Kelly, Desiree 
Date:  8/6/2012 11:58 AM 
Subject:  Fwd: FW: Congress Sq  
 
Alex: 
  
See below email related to input on the Congress Square property disposition matter. 
  
Greg 
  
Greg A. Mitchell, Director 
Economic Development Dept. 
City of Portland 
389 Congress Street 
Portland, Maine 04101 
Tel. 207.874.8945 
Fax 207.756.8217 
 
>>> "Jan Beitzer" jbeitzer@portlandmaine.com> 8/6/2012 11:17 AM >> ( mailto:jbeitzer@portlandmaine.com ) 
 
 
  
More, Jan 
  
 
From: Ed Pollack [mailto:ed@edpollackfinearts.com]  
Sent: Tuesday, July 31, 2012 12:34 PM 
To: info@portlandmaine.com 
Subject: Re: Congress Sq Study Group Meeting 8/1/12 at 6:00 PM in City Council Chambers 
 
  
Thanks for sending this. I support the proposal to build the ballroom. I favor the retention of some plaza space, provided that such 
space would be designed for uses which would discourage the loitering that exists there now, but I didn't see anything which 
addressed this in the memorandum or the sketch. 
Ed Pollack-- Edward T. PollackA FINE THING: Edward T. Pollack Fine Arts29 Forest AvenuePortland, ME 04101207-699-2919 
(Gallery)617-610-7173 (Cell)www.edpollackfinearts.comed@edpollackfinearts.com 



From:  Alex Jaegerman 
To: Desiree Kelly;  Greg Mitchell 
Date:  8/7/2012 5:29 PM 
Subject:  Fwd: written comment on congress square 
 
For the HCDC Meeting.  
 
>>> joan grant <joanhammergrant@yahoo.com> 8/7/2012 5:06 PM >>> 
 
 
Dear Mr. Jaegerman, 
I would like to add a written comment to your packet for the Aug. 8 meetig on Congress Square. 
 I, and many of us who believe the public park should not be sold, am a property owner and resident near the park. In fact my 
building in next door to that of Jill Bakrley who maintains that people who oppose selling the park to the hotel are not from the 
area. Not so. 
  
I am one of many who, believe the park needs to be saved for public use and revitalized. The city did a wonderful job with Post 
Office Park why not do the same for the Arts District?  Like Jill, I pass through the plaza daily.  I used to sit there until the benches 
disappeared. And events such as last Friday evening's Mirimba concert and choral sing shows that it is possible to draw a large and 
wholesome crowd to the plaza.  
  
Selling public property is a big deal with longterm conseequences.   
 Please  save our park from business developers. It's the right thing to do. 
Joan Grant 
442 Cumberland Ave 
Portland 
207 380 9413 



Nicholas  Mavodones, Chair 
Cheryl Leeman, Vice chair 
Housing and Community Development Committee 
Portland City Council 
 
8/6/2012 
 

 I have been deeply involved in the recent discussions and studies concerning the 
future of Congress Sq.  I have worn a number of hats and would like to make clear to you 
the position of the groups I have worked with and represent. As a board member of 
Creative Portland I lead the ad hoc exploratory committee that consisted of; members of 
Portland’s design/architecture community represented by Portland Society of Architects, 
the historical preservation community represented by Greater Portland Landmarks ,the 
arts community represented by Creative Portland, and representatives of the city 
including, Deb Andrews, Alex Jaegerman and Greg Mitchell.  I also represented Creative 
Portland at the August 1 meeting of the Congress Square re-design Study Group.   

The exploratory committee recognized the economic development potential that 
an events facility offers to the city and the arts district but also understands the value of 
scarce open space in our downtown.  The primary goal of the exploratory committee was 
to try to find a “value proposition” or grand compromise that could satisfy the needs of 
Rock Bridge to develop a successful event facility, use the introduction of an appropriate 
sized building to solve the long term inherent problems of the plaza and still have a plaza 
that, although smaller, was of much higher quality. We expected this compromise to be 
used as a logical starting point for a fully open pubic discussion.  We relied on New York 
City’s ordinance for public/private plazas to establish minimum acceptable dimensions. 
We reached that point understanding that the final dimension of the plaza would continue 
to be negotiated in a public forum. Alex Jaegerman’s memo does an excellent job of 
summarizing the group’s endeavors. As he states, we had some diverse opinion but 
mostly we agreed that the option of an event space should continue to be considered. 
Those of us who felt strongly against this option were able to voice that at the August 1 
meeting and vote that way.  We all agreed that for the reduced plaza to succeed it needs 
to be designed within the context of the entire square to create a complete improved 
pedestrian experience. We also agreed that first class architecture is a must and that the 
City would need to commit fully to these concepts. 

 
 
Creative Portland also understands the value of a high quality event space as a 

catalyst to the arts district and economic development in the area.  Prior to the August 1 
meeting the board voted to approve the following motion: 

 
Creative Portland supports the concept of a new building of the appropriate 

size with an acceptable ratio of building size to plaza size based on minimum 
standards set forth by the New York City ordinance on public/private spaces.  
Creative Portland values the economic development opportunity offered by Rock 
Bridge and the potential to bring activity to the arts district and encourages a 
compromise to be found to balance a quality public space with a new building. 



Creative Portland recognizes the critical importance and public role that 
public space plays in keeping Portland a vibrant and welcoming place for everyone.  
While this resolution endorses the concepts as stated, Creative Portland also wants 
to state clearly that any new or existing public spaces are to be designed for and 
used by people across the socio-economic spectrum.  

 
I would also like to make clear the vote of abstention that I made as a member of 

the study committee at the August 1 meeting. At the time I was uncomfortable by the 
way the vote was brought forward as an up or down vote that the Rockbridge proposal 
not be further considered rather than including the option to vote for further investigation 
of both options. I felt that this was not in the best interest of the groups I had been 
working with.  In retrospect I feel I would have best represented the position of the 
exploratory group and Creative Portland with a “no” vote. 
 
 
 
Yours truly, 
 
 
Peter Bass 

 
 



From:  Greg Mitchell 
To: Jaegerman, Alex 
CC: Kelly, Desiree 
Date:  8/6/2012 11:59 AM 
Subject:  Fwd: FW: Congress Sq.  
 
Alex: 
  
See below email related to additional input on the Congress Square property disposition matter. 
  
Greg 
  
  
Greg A. Mitchell, Director 
Economic Development Dept. 
City of Portland 
389 Congress Street 
Portland, Maine 04101 
Tel. 207.874.8945 
Fax 207.756.8217 
 
 
>>> "Jan Beitzer" <jbeitzer@portlandmaine.com> 8/6/2012 11:16 AM >>> 
 
  
more 
  
 
Janis M. Beitzer 
Executive Director 
Portland’s Downtown District 
549 Congress Street 
Portland, Maine 04101 
207.772.6828 
www.portlandmaine.com 
 
  
  
From: Kris Horton [mailto:khorton21@earthlink.net]  
Sent: Tuesday, July 31, 2012 11:43 AM 
To: info@portlandmaine.com 
Subject: Re: Congress Sq Study Group Meeting 8/1/12 at 6:00 PM in City Council Chambers 
  
I am absolutely fully excited about the idea. It will benefit all businesses downtown!!Kris Horton on behalf of Public Markethouse 
businesses. 



 

PROCLAIMATION 

To the members of the Congress Square Redesign Study Group, the Housing and Urban Development 
Committee, members of the Portland City Council and Mayor Michael Brenan on the unfortunate occasion of a 
public hearing before the Congress Square Redesign Study Group regarding the ill-conceived proposal to give 
the people’s Congress Square Plaza to a private entity, August 1st, 2012 

 

WHEREAS, Congress Square Plaza, a vest pocket park, like other such parks in America’s big cities, was 
designed as an intentional break in the prevailing street wall to provide welcome breathing room for city 
residents in the otherwise densely developed downtown Portland area; and, 

WHEREAS, such public space in Portland’s downtown is at an absolute premium and cannot easily be 
replaced; and 

WHEREAS, Congress Square Plaza, by design, contributes to Portland’s nationally recognized pedestrian 
friendly reputation, and historically contributes greatly to the visual character of Portland: and 

WHEREAS the plaza was designed as a focal point to, Portland’s celebrated Arts district; and 

WHEREAS, Congress Square affords a singular view of the Portland Museum of Art, designed by world 
renowned architect I.M. Pei, who meant Congress Square Plaza to reflect that proud Portland landmark; and 

WHEREAS, Congress Square Park has established itself as a recognized downtown community focal point 
where hundreds of public concerts, community events and gatherings have taken place since its dedication in 
1982; and 

WHEREAS, the City of Portland used federal grant money to build Congress Square Park for these purposes; 
and 

WHEREAS, the Congress Square Redesign Study Group was invested with the public trust and tasked with the 
redesign and not the liquidation of Congress Square Park; and 

WHEREAS, in 2010 the Congress Square Redesign Study Group put out a memo soliciting designers to apply 
their recommendations for redesign of the public park; and 

WHEREAS, Congress Square Park is a public asset that belongs to the citizens of this City for their good health 
and perpetual enjoyment 
 
NOW, THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that we citizens of Portland and members of Friends of Congress 
Square Plaza announce our formation and proclaim our defense of our beloved Congress Square Plaza and 
therefore implore you to reject the proposal before you to give away our park. 
 
 
Signed, John Eder, Acting President, Friends of Congress Square Plaza 



From:  joan grant <joanhammergrant@yahoo.com> 
To: <AQJ@portlandmaine.gov> 
Date:  8/7/2012 5:06 PM 
Subject:  written comment on congress square 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Mr. Jaegerman, 
I would like to add a written comment to your packet for the Aug. 8 meetig on Congress Square. 
 I, and many of us who believe the public park should not be sold, am a property owner and resident near the park. In fact my building in next 
door to that of Jill Bakrley who maintains that people who oppose selling the park to the hotel are not from the area. Not so. 
  
I am one of many who, believe the park needs to be saved for public use and revitalized. The city did a wonderful job with Post Office Park why 
not do the same for the Arts District?  Like Jill, I pass through the plaza daily.  I used to sit there until the benches disappeared. And events such 
as last Friday evening's Mirimba concert and choral sing shows that it is possible to draw a large and wholesome crowd to the plaza.  
  
Selling public property is a big deal with longterm conseequences.   
 Please  save our park from business developers. It's the right thing to do. 
Joan Grant 
 
442 Cumberland Ave 
Portland 
207 380 9413 
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