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Last week, the Boston City Council’s year-
end luncheon was temporarily imperiled, 
when Boston Redevelopment Authority 
(BRA) director Mark Maloney tried to 
sneak some bullshit development subsi-
dies past the council watchdogs. Luckily, 
after a brief dustup, Maloney successfully 
got the subsidies waved on to their bil-
lionaire recipients before the sandwiches 
got stale.

The controversy erupted over Co-
lumbus Center, a $600 million complex 
that will soon be built over the Mass Pike, 
running from Back Bay Station to Tremont 
Street. Columbus Center will include a 162-
room boutique hotel, 451 luxury condos, 
restaurants and retail space; its Clarendon 
Street tower will rise 35 floors, to a height 
of 419 feet, furnishing (according to the 
project’s website) “the highest residential 
views in the Back Bay.”

City Councilors Chuck Turner and 
Felix Arroyo are upset because—after 
repeatedly insisting that the luxe project 
wouldn’t need any public money (on 
the premise that housing values should 
inflate with construction costs)—its de-
veloper, Winn Development, is suddenly 
toddling for the pork trough, looking for 
over $30 million in public money to help 
build its shiny towers.

A good chunk of that cash will come 
in the form of low-interest public loans, 
though handouts aren’t out of order. 
The state senate’s economic stimulus 
bill earmarks $4.3 million for the project; 
Winn executives have made frequent 
campaign donations to senate allies Di-
anne Wilkerson, whose district includes 
the project, and Robert Travaglini, the 
senate president. 

Not to be excluded, the BRA wants to 
funnel $3 million into the project. $2 mil-
lion will come from a state program, the 
Community Development Action Grant 
(CDAG), for development in “blighted 
and disinvested neighborhoods”; the 
remaining $1 million is the city’s required 
matching contribution. Because of the 

CDAG’s restrictions, no 
other Boston develop-
ments will be eligible 
for CDAG funding until 
2008.

Additionally, Winn 
is asking the BRA to roll 
back its property taxes 
by a few million dollars 
per year; the agency 
has been more than 
willing to accommo-
date similar requests in 
the past. 

Calling bullshit, 
Turner and Arroyo 
attempted to pass a 
resolution condemning 
the BRA’s near-certain 
granting (the BRA board votes this week) 
of CDAG and city funds on an opulent 
high-rise straddling the Back Bay/South 
End line. 

“The greed being exhibited here would 
make Scrooge look like the patron saint of 
charity,” thundered Turner. “This is money 
to aid blighted areas, and it’s being used 
to subsidize luxury apartments. It’s not 
right.” 

Arroyo added that withholding the 
CDAG grant from Columbus Center 
and instead spending anti-blight funds 
outside the Back Bay would not kill 
the massive development, and sug-
gested that the scheduling of the BRA’s 
vote—after the council’s final meeting 
of the year—was timed to skirt outside 
interference. 

“We have to be very careful,” Arroyo 
said. “I’m afraid we will establish a 
precedent for the priorities this money is 
used for.” 

The audacity of pouring anti-blight 
money into the Back Bay is a bit stagger-
ing. Columbus Center isn’t seeding future 
development in a blighted area (which is 
the reason CDAGs exist in the first place); 
it’s flipping over a neighborhood that’s 
already been thoroughly gentrified. 

Regardless, several 
councilors rushed to 
the project’s defense, 
alternately praising 
Columbus Center’s merit 
and assailing Turner’s 
poor timing and tact 
(attempting to derail 
a development in Jim 
Kelly’s district while 
the councilor is home 
recuperating from brain 
surgery). 

Steve Murphy ar-
gued that public subsi-
dies for upscale projects 
are routine, and that the 
project’s benefits—2,500 
construction jobs, 350 

permanent jobs, tax revenue, ground-
water wells and a grocery store—justify 
an infusion of public money. He failed 
to mention the thousands in campaign 
donations Winn execs have sent his way.

Council President Michael Flaherty 
(who has cashed one check, for $200, from 
Winn) also defended the use of public 
anti-blight money for Columbus Center.

“Clearly, CDAG funds need to be used 
judiciously,” Flaherty told the Dig. “But 
given the benefits—the jobs, two parks, 
a model smart-growth development, the 
opportunity to connect neighborhoods—
this is one instance where it would be 
prudent.” 

Flaherty added that the project’s 
“potential to generate tens of millions in 
tax revenues” also merits an initial push 
of aid from taxpayers, given skyrocketing 
construction costs. He also denied that 
it’s at all counterproductive for the coun-
cil to bemoan the city’s thinly stretched 
tax base, while the BRA cuts deals to 
shave millions off new developments’ tax 
burdens. 

“You have to give and take,” he 
said. “It takes a lot to get shovels in 
the ground. You have to look at the big 
picture.”
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TASTES LIKE BACON
“Blighted” Back Bay development swills millions from the trough

BY PAUL MCMORROW | PAUL@WEEKLYDIG.COM
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