
 
Project Introduction and  

Description  
  
 Boston’s Columbia Point will be un-
dergoing major changes in the coming 
years. UMass Boston is in the midst of 
developing a 25 year Master Plan, the 
MBTA is considering selling the air 
rights over the JFK/UMass T-station and 
Corcoran Jennison, the owners of the 
Bayside Expo Center, are planning to 
dismantle the Expo Center and creating 
a mixed use development in its place. In 
response to these major changes, the 
Boston Redevelopment Authority has is-
sued a Request For Proposals from plan-
ning firms for a Master Plan for the en-
tire neighborhood to ensure that devel-
opment is cohesive.  
 
 While the neighborhood has many 
assets, it also presents significant chal-
lenges to successful development. This 
project is intended to make suggestions 
about the best ways to determine opti-
mal places for development, which in-
cludes demonstrating that while GIS is a 
very powerful tool, it is not capable of 
taking into consideration all factors 
when looking at development possibili-
ties. 
 
 The criteria that were used to deter-
mine ideal areas for development in this 
project were: 
  
1.Proximity of green/open space, dem-

onstrated by 1/4 mile buffers around 
these areas 

 
2. Proximity to transit, including busses   
    and T-stops, demonstrated by 1/4 and   
    1/2 mile buffers respectively 
 
3. Proximity to schools, libraries and  
    universities, demonstrated by 1/4 mile  
    buffers  
 
4. Outside of the one-hundred year flood        
    zone 
 
 Other criteria that are frequently 
used to determine optimal areas for de-
velopment including being serviced by 
existing infrastructure (water, sewer, 
roads, etc.), proximity to existing devel-
opment, and avoidance of sensitive envi-
ronmental features were not mapped, as 
these conditions can be taken for granted 
in a neighborhood of urban character 
such as Columbia Point. 
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Limitations of GIS When Performing Community Analysis  
 What these maps do not show are the more subtle aspects of the neighborhood. For example, while there is a large amount of “open” space, much of it is occupied by athletic 
fields, and what remains is not necessarily welcoming. Also, much of the land on the Point is held by institutions who may be reluctant to part with it. In addition, while there ap-
pears to be reasonable access to two separate T-stations from approximately half of the site, in reality, the presence of busy roads and a major highway make getting to the transit 
stops on foot challenging. These will be issues that the planning firm which is awarded the project will need to investigate more closely, using site visits and community meetings.  
While GIS is certainly a useful tool for determining some characteristics for development sites, it should not be the only tool used. Here these site characteristics are demonstrated 
using pictures of the various assets and challenges of the site that people would experience when present, and not only looking at a map.  

Determining Optimal Areas for Development in  
Boston’s Columbia Point Neighborhood 

Asset: Community Art Project Challenge: Gated, Isolated 
Feel to Residential Area 

Asset: Harborwalk, Water-
front Location 

Challenge: 
Difficult  

Pedestrian 
Navigation 

Asset: Views of 
Downtown 

Boston 

Challenge: 
Large 

Amounts of 
Underutilized 
Parking Space 

Assets:  
Cultural and 
Educational 
Institutions 
such as the 
JFK Library 
and UMass 

Boston 

Data Sources: MassGIS, The City of Boston (Assessor’s Office and the Boston Redevelopment Authority); Map Projection: NAD 1983 State Plane Massachusetts Mainland; Special Thanks to Barbara Parmenter, Soledad Gaztambide, Lara Merida, Brad Rawson and James Jennings.   


