“We'll sink into the ocean while they are
studying it," says Robert Skole, who lives
next to Battery Wharf.

NORTHEND

Water plan leaves
them high and dry

By Christine MacDonald
GLOHE CORRESPONDENT

About two years after Forbes Dewey Jr. and his
wifie, Carolyn, purchased their home in the North
End, they were hit with a condominium-owner's
nightmare: wooden pilings holding up the founda-
tion had begun to rot and would require more than
#2 million in repairs to keep the building from sink-
ing into the landfill it was built on more than a centu-
Ty ago.

Hundreds of historic buildings in the Back Bay,
South End, and other parts of the city's core are in
similar straits — their foundations threatened as
ground water recedes, exposing pilings to air and
bacteria.

To Dewey's surprise, however, the North End and
several other neighborhoods were omitted from a tar-
get area where the city plans to require most renova-
tion work Lo be done in a way that will replenish
ground water instead of further depleting it. The des-
ignation of a “Groundwater Conservation Overlay
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District” Is scheduled for a vote by
the Boston Zoning Commission on
Wednesday:

“Tt was recognized by a lot of
people that the Back Bay and the
Fenway weren't the only places”
with ground-water troubles, Dew-
ey sald. “If we are going to have an
overlay distriet, we should have it
in all the city neighborhoods that
areat risk,” he said last week, as he
and others concerned about
ground water serambled to mount
a last-ditch effort to extend the dis-
trict’s boundaries.

Dewey said he believed the
North End’s inclusion in the dis-
trict was “a done deal” until about
two weeks ago, when the Boston
Redevelopment Authority's board
approved a revised plan that ex-
¢luded the North End and East
Boston neighborhoods, where at
least two cases of piling rot have
been confirmed.

The BRA also opted to hold off
on including Fort Point Channel
and the Charlestown waterfront,
where similar problems are
feared. The Leather District and
the Bay State Road areas, however,
were added to the district map be-
fore the BRA vole as a result of
public eomiments about problems
in those areas, according to a BRA
official.

City officials said they are sym-
pathetic to the plight of property
owners facing costly repairs, but
said more information is needed
to determine where ground-water
problems are severe enough Lo
warrant inclusion in the new dis-
trict.
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Construction on Battery Wharf has raised concerns among
North End neighbors about lowering of the water table,

“We want to make an informed
decision before we subject prop-
erty owners Lo a decision that
could eost them time and money”
said James W. Hunt I, chief of
the city’s Environmental & Enerngy
Services. g

Elliott Laffer, executive direc-
tor of the Boston Groundwater
Trust, a eity-fonded group that
monttors the ground-water levels
in several neighborhoods, said his
organization began expanding its
well network to include the North
End, Eastie, the Bulfinch Trangle,
and a few other city districts last
year and should have data on wa-
ter levels later this vear.

So far, Laffer said about 20
wells in the low-laying parts of the
MNorth End, where land “was

made" to expand the natural
shoreling, indicate ground water
there is not dangerously low. In
East Boston, the trust dug its first
14 wells last fall and will bring the
total to about 100 wells by spring-
time, he said.

In Eastie, “we don't have
enough to tell us much,” Laffer
said. “We do have a couple of wells
with readings that are concerning,
We'll have much better data in the
spring.”

Underground basements, ga-
rages, and mnnels tend to block
the flow of water, while common
construction practices divert rain.
water from buildings and pave-
ment into sewers, further deplet
ing underground water levels

according to experts.

The new district, which en-
compasses the Back Bay, South
End, the Fenway, Chinatown, the
flat of Beacon Hill, and a few other
areas in the city's inmer core, will
face construction rules designed
to reduce ground-water runoff,
Developers, and any homeowner
planning either an addition or ex-
tensive renovation, will have to in-
vest in dry wells and special pav-
ing materials that “recharge”
underground water by recyeling
rainwater. To streamline the pa-
perwork and reduce the costs in-
volved, Hunt said the city plans o
hire an engineering firm to de-
velop standard dry well specifica-
tions that would be available to
anyvone planning a construction
pruject within the new district.

All of this is part of the city'’s
larger strategy to stem the flow of
ground water away from pilings
holding up hundreds of historic
buildings. Creation of the overlay
district is an important part of the
plan, but the new construction
mules are no silver bullet solution,
since finding and plugging leaky
tunnels and other infrastructure
will provide a bigger boost to dreas
where ground water is dangerous-
b low, Hunt said,

“If your property's pilings are
rotted, this isn't necessarily the so-
lution" either, Hunt said. Never-
theless, he and other officials held
wut hope of expanding the overlay
district once they have a better un-
derstanding of the problems
around the city. Before making a
decision, Hunt said, officials
would meet with neighborhood
residents and trv to reach eonsen-
SIS,

Boston City Councilor Paul
Scapicchio echoed the view that
more data is needed for resldents
to decide if they want to become
part of the overlay

Citywide Groundwater Emergen-
oy Taskforce formed two years aguo.
While Lancourt’s neighborhood is
part of the proposed new district,
eitywide activists

district. Scapicchio ‘If we are going plan  to attend
rafsed evebrows and Wednesday’s Zonin
the ire of ground- to have an Commission hl?.ill'il'li
water activists last i}\?«El‘lﬂ}' [].i."itl'it’t, to voice opposition
month when he to excluding the oth-
urged the kRA weshould have  erneighborhoods.
board to exclude the = - B “We know that
FasteandtheNortn iMItallthecity o G ob o
End neighborhoods nelghhorhmds landfill, where the
he represents from i buildings were built
the overlay district that are at risk.” oo pilings, 1s at risk.
until the problems Forags Dewry Jr, ur goal is preven-
are further studied, North End homeoemer  HO0 50 we don't con-
“T am supportive tinue to remediate
of ground-water re- problems,” she said.
mediation but that we have to do it “How many more $50,000 to

property,” he said.

Activists and homeowners,
however, expressed skepticlsm.

“We'll sink into the ocean while
they dre studying it,” said Robert
Skole, who lives at Lingoln Wharf
on Comunercial Street, next to Bat-
tery Wharf, where construction
workers this winter are building a
new hotel and marina plus Tuxury
condos and an underground park-
ing Farage,

The Battery Wharf project
would have had grandfather sta-
tus and been exempt from the new
rules even if the North End was in-
cluded in the new overlay district.

Nevertheless, Skole, who says
his 1901 building sits on “10,000
pilings,”" wonld like the protections
to govern future building in the
area.

“We don't need any more stod-
ies,” saild Joan Lancourt, & Back
Buy resident and member of the

£100,000 assessments do there
have to be before the city lakes ac-
ton?" asked Lancourt, referring to
the Deweys' Fulton Street build-
ing, where repair work costs set
for completion this spring were
split among the buildings 23 con-
do owners.

“Tt's been very painful. We cer-
tainly would like to help our
neighbors avoid the same prob-
lem,” said Dewey, who s skeptical
of the city’s pledge to revisit the
subject once more data is avail-
able.

“That's just a simple way of say-
ing ‘you're not gning to get it,”
Dewiry said of the promise to ex-
pand the district as necessary, “It
will be almost impossible to get
this back on the agenda”

Chriatine MacDonald can be
reached at emacdonald @globe-
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