
 
At our first Council meeting of the fall, the City Council is 
likely to vote on disposing 420 unassigned parking 
spaces (and 9,000 sf if retail space) at the City-owned 
First Street Garage to Leggat McCall Properties (LMP) so 
their project to renovate the Edward J. Sullivan 
Courthouse on Thorndike Street in East Cambridge can 
go forward. The 400,000+ square foot building (pictured 
here) is empty, is loaded with asbestos, some of which is 
apparently exposed to the surrounding neighborhood, 
and has been the site of multiple public safety response 
actions in recent months. As happens with any empty 
building, it is deteriorating and, as happens with many 
state-owned properties, there is no clear funding stream 

to make and keep it safe. Simply remediating the asbestos in this building is estimated to cost around 
$45,000,000. With a building this big and this old, it’s not at all clear that number won’t climb 
dramatically. 
 
While none of us would have built the Courthouse if we’d had the power to say ‘No,’ the state went 
ahead and built it almost 50 years ago. More recently the Court moved out, the prisoners were moved 
out and the building became abandoned. The State Legislature passed a law directing the Division of 
Capital and Asset Management and Maintenance (DCAMM) to sell it for fair market value and after a 
public process, LMP was picked to buy the property for about $33,000,000 and renovate it for office use 
with 24 residential units and some other uses in the building. Many of us lobbied for a different project, 
but DCAMM picked LMP despite our efforts. Multiple legal challenges asserting that the Courthouse was 
an illegal building and that the Special Permit to renovate the building was improper failed and now LMP 
is ready to move forward with its project. But first LMP is asking the City to long-term lease them 420 
unassigned parking spaces, basically 420 parking passes, for general use in the First Street Garage. The 
neighborhood is split on this lease, and on the project itself, but at this point I see it as the best way 
forward for a troubled property. 
 

Without those spaces, the future of this project is not clear. LMP 
may just ask to amend the project’s special permit to alter the 
parking requirement and figure out a different solution. They’d 
probably get sued, but they’ve been sued before and they’re still 
here so I don’t think that’s going to scare them away but it would 
certainly delay the project and keep the Courthouse in DCAMM’s 
less than capable hands. It’d also be possible that LMP would leave 
the project entirely and DCAMM, who still owns the site, would 
open up the process again, making the property once more 
available at Fair Market Value, which may be less than what LMP 

paid because of the lack of parking or, arguably, may be more because values in Kendall Square have 
increased over the past several years.  
 
What is clear, though, is that there is nothing, nothing at all, in the works to replace this project, or the 
related process, with something else. This is a massive, contaminated property that is owned by the 
State. It didn’t require an upzoning, like the Akamai building did (zoning only I and Tim Toomey voted 
against). It physically exists now and the City’s ability to impact what happens there is very constrained. 
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If we do not allow this project to move forward by voting for the parking space lease, it’s going to stay a 
massive, contaminated, deteriorating building in the heart of East Cambridge for an indefinite, possibly 
very, very long, time, with the threat of asbestos exposure and other risks for the neighborhood growing 
all the time. There is no feasible plan to get DCAMM to sell the property to the City for small money, no 
feasible plan to put affordable housing at the site, no feasible plan to have the state abate the building’s 
hazards, no feasible plan, really, to do anything as an alternative to LMP other than let this looming hulk 
of a building stay empty and become more dilapidated by the day. 
 

Nonetheless, the City does not have to provide the 
parking spaces. The parking spaces are a public 
amenity, owned by the City, and they are currently 
being used by a combination of local residents, 
businesses and visitors. The City’s parking study, and 
LMP’s plan to manage their passes, indicate that the 
garage has enough space to accommodate local 
residents, something made easier by the flexible 
nature of the actual places where people will park 
and the ongoing fluid use of the garage. As with the 
lease of any City property, LMP has to provide 
something in return for the passes independent of 
the various conditions they agreed to in their Special 

Permit itself. Accordingly, LMP has put in a variety of types of payments to make this lease, independent 
of the Courthouse project itself, attractive to the City. These payments total in value to many tens of 
millions of dollars over the next 30 years and include payment for the spaces, improvements to the 
building and more.  Because the payments were part of LMP’s response to the City’s solicitation for bids 
to use this property, they cannot be changed as the process moves forward, unlike the back-and-forth 
typical with zoning. They are either enough or they are not. If not, if the City Council decides it does not 
want to lease the spaces, then LMP will have to rethink its options for this property. 
 
Again, absent some stunning appearance of a better feasible alternative for the Courthouse, I am a ‘yes’ 
on the parking disposition and for moving the Courthouse project forward. It’s not a building I would 
have built, had I been in the position to make that decision decades ago. It’s not the project I would 
have chosen had I been the one choosing projects years ago. But the building is there now, it’s empty, 
deteriorating and contaminated. There is some concern that, if 420 spaces are leased in the First Street 
Garage, local residents will have more of a parking problem but I think that because of the flexible 
nature of the passes’ use, the sheer size of the garage itself and LMP’s plans to mitigate parking impacts, 
the impacts will be less than feared.  But if this project fails, there is nothing else in the works to replace 
it and I think it would be a bad idea to say “no” to LMP and hope that, somehow, something better will, 
at some point, come to pass. 
 
Not everyone agrees with my assessment and that is what democratic governance is about. But my 
decision was not made without a lot of thought about what the best option would be. 
 
You are welcome to come and talk about this issue at the Council’s special meeting about the 
disposition at 6:30 PM on Monday, 9 September. I think public comment will be limited to three minutes 
per person. I’ve pasted the meeting notice below. The City Council can be emailed at 
Council@Cambridgema.gov with your thoughts and the City Clerk may be reached at 
AWilson@Cambridgema.gov if you’d like to submit something for the record.  
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