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Big splashes can be nice. They get atten-
tion and screaming headlines (good and 
wicked good, respectively). Big splashes 
are nice for the ego. But big splashes also 
make big waves, and big waves can leave 
a soaking mess. 

In defi antly staying the course and 
insisting that City Hall will—indeed, 
must—move to the South Boston 
waterfront, Menino fi nds himself selling 
a big idea that was made for the sake 
of making a big idea. That selling’s not 
going well. He has forced his own hand, 
and he now has to follow through on his 
big-splash proposal, or lose face—some-
thing the mayor is loath to do.

Last Wednesday, City Councilor 
Michael Flaherty tossed Menino’s City 
Hall relocation plan to the sharks. He 
proposed taking up to a year to study 
the economic feasibility of the mayor’s 
plan to move City Hall to Drydock 4 and 
put City Hall Plaza up to bid for private 
development. It’s a remarkable broadsid-
ing of the mayor’s agenda, and one that 
could lead to a torrent of bad press days 
for a mayor who’s notoriously sensitive 
about his public image.

Concern for that public image ap-
pears to have driven, in part, Menino’s 
public policy over the past year. Under 
fi re for seemingly having run out of 
steam and ideas, the four-term mayor 
proposed building not one, but two 
legacy developments.

The mayor’s plan to build a 1,000-foot 
tower downtown isn’t going anywhere 
quickly: Only one developer responded 
to the city’s global call for submissions, 
and that developer’s big-name architect, 
Renzo Piano, just quit.

The rebirth of the South Boston 
waterfront was supposed to be Menino’s 
crowning achievement a decade ago. He 
forced a mammoth convention center 
onto the waterfront, then spent years 
jealously sparring with the waterfront’s 
prime landowners, Frank McCourt and 
the Pritzker family.

The Pritzkers eventually sold their 
empty Fan Pier property to Joe Fallon, 
and signifi cant buildout of that parcel is 
fi nally supposed to commence later this 
year. McCourt, unable to get any plans 
approved, sold to News Corp., which sold 
to John Hynes; Hynes is reportedly hav-
ing trouble getting permits out of City 
Hall because he shows up in the Herald 
too often.

So, with Seaport District develop-
ment years behind schedule, Menino 
has returned to the formula he devised 
with the convention center a decade 
ago: Stick a massive public building 
on the waterfront, and hope it spurs 
development (or, at least, makes people 
remember your name).

The waterfront City Hall plan caused 
a stir when it was announced back in 
mid-December, but it’s telling that few 
political and business observers believed 
Menino was actually serious on follow-
ing through on his big ideas. In response, 
Menino took to the pages of the Globe 
to publicly reiterate that, yes, City Hall 
would be moving.

With Menino seemingly all-in, 
Flaherty has pounced. Pointing to a 
foot-thick stack of Seaport master plan-
ning documents, Flaherty is questioning 
whether any actual planning factored 
into the emotional decision to move 
City Hall.

“Hours of meetings and millions of 
dollars went into these plans,” he says. 
They call for constructing a mix of resi-
dential and offi ce space, and maintain-
ing a marine-oriented industrial base 
in the area. “All of a sudden, they were 
just thrown out for the purposes of a 
speech. The methodology—the market 
study—behind the decision still hasn’t 
been explained yet.”

Flaherty says that business owners 
in the Marine Industrial Park (which bor-
ders the proposed future home of City 
Hall) have told him, “ ‘If City Hall comes 
down here, we’re leaving.’ You’re going 

to chase out hundreds, if not thousands, 
of jobs.”

Moreover, he doesn’t believe the may-
or’s claim that the city could get $400 
million for City Hall Plaza. That’s double 
what Hynes just paid for his land—land 
that’s on the water, and that’s two-and-
a-half times as large as the plaza. And 
the presence of the Government Center 
T stop and the security-conscious JFK 
Federal Building near the plaza could 
signifi cantly reduce the footprint of any 
building that would go up above City 
Hall’s grave. Developers’ tepid response 
to Menino’s tower should sound another 
cautionary note. Flaherty hasn’t seen 
any documents that the mayor would’ve 
consulted to tell him otherwise; he 
doesn’t believe any feasibility studies 
actually exist.

The subplot here, of course, is that 
Flaherty and Menino have sparred over 
the Seaport before: A year and a half ago, 
Flaherty pointedly criticized the slow 
pace of development at Fan Pier, and 
received a sharp rebuke for his troubles. 
And this past January, concerned with 
Flaherty’s status as a mayoral heir appar-
ent, Menino helped toss Flaherty out of 
the city council presidency.

Asked how his relationship with Me-
nino is, Flaherty responded, “It’s fi ne. We 
see each other at events, we have casual 
conversations.” He insists, “[Politics] isn’t 
what this is about—this is about getting 
information so we can make an impor-
tant decision on its own merits; to date, 
that has not been done.”
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BEACHED
Plans for a waterfront City Hall run aground
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