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LWVN Stephen Palmer Study Committee M eeting
Consensus Meeting Presentation — April 2009

Consensus Questions

1. TheTown ownstheland, and Stephen Palmer Associates own the
building. Should the Town maintain the current status of the
Stephen Palmer building and/or site, or consider options?

2. What options should the Town consider for the Stephen Palmer
building and/or site?
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| ntr oduction

Town-owned properties in Needham constitute valuable resources for all of usto use and
enjoy. Together, we seek to obtain the best use of these resources now and in the future.
But what are the best uses for town properties, and how do we determine them? We
would like you to think about options for one property in particular, the Stephen Palmer
building and land.

We will give the history of this property, much of which may not be known by Needham
citizens. Information comes from Town Hall records, including the Ground L ease,
Selectmen’ s Minutes and minutes from their Executive Sessions, plus letters, memos,
interviews, and information in related files. Based on the information available to us, we
have developed a chronology of the information we found relating to the building and
land. What followsis asummary of thisinformation, presented without interpretation.

Histor

In 1865 Oliver Pickering and his wife Jane sold what became Greene' s Field to Thomas
Beless. In 1872 Thomas Beless conveyed the property to Ellen M. Greene. In 1912
Mariette R. Greene, a single woman, sold the parcel to the Town of Needham, and in
1914 the Town built the Stephen Palmer Elementary School on the property at the corner
of May and Pickering Streets. The school was closed in 1970.

As aresult of agrass roots effort, the Selectmen proposed to convert the school into

rental housing for seniors aged 55 and over who had lived in Needham for years and were
looking for alternative housing in their home town. It was also proposed to create the
first Senior Center in the state.

In 1975 the Town Meeting authorized the Selectmen to lease or sell the former Stephen
Palmer Elementary School (roughly an acre and a half) and 108,460 square feet of land
for parking spaces with an option to buy it back or extend the lease. The Town Meeting
restricted the use of the premises “to residential occupancy by persons 55 years of age or
older and use by Town departments and agencies.”

The Selectmen chose Crowninshield Management Corporation of Peabody to renovate
the building and to manage the apartment rentals. They also decided that the building
should be sold to Crowninshield. In 1977 Crowninshield purchased the Stephen Palmer
building for less than $100. The Town aso became atenant of Crowninshield’ s by
renting 6,000 square feet in the Stephen Palmer basement and 15 parking spaces to serve
as Needham's Senior Center. Local donations, combined with funds from a Federal
Older Americans Act grant, enabled the Town to establish the Senior Center without use
of Needham tax dollars.
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History (cont.)

These arrangements were subject to a“ground lease,” that is, alease based upon the
town’s ownership of the land. The ground lease, signed on May 3, 1977, was for 50
years, expiring in 2027. On that future occasion, the building and the use of the land
would return to the Town. The ground lease also obliged Crowninshield to assume
certain obligationsin respect to taxes, tenant selection, and management and
maintenance. It wasto pay $1,000 annual rent. Later, agreements were negotiated that
reduced Crowninshield’s annual rent from $1,000 to $1, and eliminated the $100 annual
rent paid by the Town for use of the Senior Center space.

Crowninshield partitioned classrooms on 2 floors and in the basement into 28 one- and
two-bedroom apartments. Many consist of alarge living area with a Pullman kitchen and
one bedroom. Some apartments are on 2 levels, with afull bath on the lower level, a half
bath on the upper level, and a spiral staircase connecting the two. Thereisonly a service
elevator in the building. The stairways are steep. One of 4 entrances has a handicapped-
accessible ramp. Thereisalaundry room in the basement.

Needham’s Senior Center islocated in the basement, with offices for Council on Aging
staff, recreation areas, and meeting rooms. Some on-street parking spaces are reserved
for senior use with signs posted on Pickering Street.

The Stephen Palmer A partments opened in October 1979.

Taxesvs. Payment In Lieu of Taxes

Crowninshield was required in March of each year to meet with the Selectmen, present a
financial statement, and review the rent structure.

With ownership of the building, Crowninshield obtained ownership of all of the
improvements it made to convert the school into apartments and a Senior Center.

Assessors established that tax payments by Crowninshield to the Town would be deter-
mined using aformulareferred to as a“payment in lieu of taxes’ or PILOT. Crownin-
shield’s PILOT was based on “ 18% of effective gross rents, but not less than $15,000”,
and included adjustments for fuel, electricity, vacancies, etc. In other words, the building
istaxed by income generated (minus expenses, capitalization, and vacancies), rather than
by the property’ s assessed value. The Town is guaranteed a minimum of $15,000
annually. Every year sincethefirst year Crowninshield has paid the town $15,000.

On October 4, 1979, a Needham Times story confirmed that Crowninshield would make
payments “in lieu of taxes.” In 2002, however, amemo from Town Counsel indicated
the property should be assessed and taxed. 2004 Town records note that the “lease
agreement and state law require that Crowninshield pay taxes rather than the PILOT.”
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Taxesvs. Payment In Lieu of Taxes (cont.)

In March 2009, Town Manager Kate Fitzpatrick told the LWVN Study Committee that
town officials were working on this tax issue. Asof April 2009, Crowninshield had been
notified that it henceforth must pay taxes rather than a PILOT.

In 2009 the building is assessed at $3,259,900. Taxes may bring the Town less than the
PILOT.

Tenant Selection

The Town Meeting vote of 1975 stipulated that tenants be “ persons 55 years of age or
older.” However, the lease was written giving Needham residents over 55 years of age
first preference, then any Needham resident regardless of age, and, finally, out-of-
towners. Asthe first applicants were being screened in 1978, the Selectmen abided by
the lease, eventually allowing Crowninshield to advertise for out-of-towners because not
enough qualified people were applying.

When Town Counsel was asked in 2001 whether the Town was authorized to lease to
individuals under age 55, his answer was “No.” He wrote, “An article must be presented
to Town meeting authorizing it.” 1n 2008, five residents were under age 55, but Town
Meeting had not yet authorized the change in the |lease.

The issue cameto light in 2001 in stories in the Boston Globe and the Needham Times.
Some citizens of Needham were not aware of the 1978 change from the original Town

Meeting vote, and became concerned when they learned that tenants were no longer all
aged 55 or older and that vacancies were not being advertised as specified.

The lease required the Town to establish a Tenant Selection Committee, and for atime
the committee met to screen applicants, although Crowninshield was permitted to
disqualify applicantsit deemed “financially unsound as to be likely to default on the
rent.” Crowninshield later oversaw tenant selection until 2005, when Needham’s new
charter created the Town Manager, who subsequently reviewed only those applicants
under age 55 and out-of-town applicants.

M anagement and M aintenance

The Town had the right to enter the property for inspection only prior to the
reconstruction and leasing of the apartments. Crowninshield assumed full and sole
responsibility for the condition, reconstruction, operation, repair, replacement,
maintenance, and management of the building. It was required to “make all necessary
repairs’ and to “keep the property and improvements in good condition.” According to
the lease, rents were tied to expenses for maintenance, utilities, insurance, vacancies and
janitor’s salary.
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Management and Maintenance (cont.)

The initial rents ranged from $295 to $450 per month. Crowninshield was required to
notify the town about scheduled rent increases. Rent increases began in 1983, and grew
from atotal for the 28 apartments of $131,136 in 1979, when the building opened, to a
total of $266,000 in 2008.

While tenants have registered complaints about the management and maintenance of the
building, others report being happy with their housing. Some tenants may be fearful that
if they complain or request better building maintenance, Crowninshield may raise their
rentsto cover their costs. Current residents have not formed a tenant association through
which to express their concerns.

Town Manager Kate Fitzpatrick has been working with Crowninshield on maintenance
issues. Crowninshield will be researching the use of energy grants.

Selectmen’ s Explor ations

Over the years, numerous plans for alternative uses of the Stephen Palmer building and
land have been explored.

A Study Committee was formed as early as 1979, when the building opened, and Re-Use
and Future Use Committees met later. Many explorations, however, were conducted by
the Selectmen in Executive Session.* When Executive Session minutes for 2001-2005
were opened to the public in 2008, they revealed that a number of options had been
explored for use of the Stephen Palmer building and site. None of these options received
majority support of the Board of Selectmen. They are summarized below in two
categories.

Options involving town-managed and/or town-focused use:

e return the property to its original function as a school;

e establishanew and larger Senior Center on Floors1 and 2 and in
basement, with town offices above, or convert the entire building to town
offices,

e move the school administration from Emery Grover;

e maintain the building as housing for residents 55 and over;

e move the Senior Center to another location.
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Selectmen’s Explorations (cont.)

Options employing a developer or management company:

e build anew apartment structure on Greene's Field, and tear down the
Stephen Palmer and recreate the field on its Site;

e build or renovate Stephen Palmer to achieve mixed income housing
ownership meeting the 25% requirement of 40B;

e Dbuild a3-level addition with 8 two-bedroom units on each level;

e build alternatives to traditional single family units, such as affordable
units, assisted living units, and dedicated Alzheimer’s units, as part of a
“friendly 40B” process;

e renovate existing unitsto count toward affordable status, or create 14
affordable ownership units to count toward Needham’ s affordable housing
inventory;

e alow existing tenants to leave by attrition prior to 2027, and notify new
tenants coming in that they must vacate in that year.

Had any of the Selectmen’ s options been chosen for implementation, the new State
Uniform Procurement Act, G.L. ¢.30B, requires that the Town would need to issue a
Request for Proposals (RFP) to give every interested party the opportunity to submit a
proposal, and proposals would need to be evaluated and compared in an objective manner
to find the proposal that is best for the town (not necessarily the one that yields the most
money). |If the Town were to lease the Stephen Palmer property again, or another
property elsewhere, it would need to go through this process.

Current Status

Today, eighteen years remain in the term of the lease. In 2027, the Ground L ease will
expire, the Town will re-acquire the Stephen Palmer building and that portion of
Greene's Field used for parking at no cost to the Town, and tenants’ occupancy will end.

* Notes on M assachusetts Open Meeting L aw (1975) and Executive Sessions:

e Exception Six of the Open Meeting Law enables the Selectmen to go into Executive Session “to
consider the purchase, exchange, lease or value of real property, if such discussions may have a
detrimental effect on the negotiating position of the governmental body and a person, form or
corporation.”

e  Executive Session minutes “may remain secret as long as publication may defeat the lawful purposes
of the executive session, but no longer.” Each “governmental body” should set its own policy to
review unreleased minutes regularly so they remain closed only aslong as necessary. Needham's
Executive Session minutes may be released after 3 years.
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