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American Institute of Architects Continuing Education Systems 
(AIA/CES).  Credit(s) earned on completion of this program will be 
reported to AIA/CES for AIA members.  Certificates of Completion for 
both AIA members and non-AIA members are available upon request.

This program is registered with AIA/CES for continuing professional 
education.  As such, it does not include content that may be deemed 
or construed to be an approval or endorsement by the AIA of any 
material of construction or any method or manner of handling, using, 
distributing, or dealing in any material or product.  

Questions related to specific materials, methods, and services will be 
addressed at the conclusion of this presentation.
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Course Description
• Urban Freeways: Devastation and Opportunity 

• This session will explore the history of urban freeways such as 
Miami's Overtown Expressway, New Orleans' Claiborne 
Expressway, and Boston's Big Dig. Panelists will discuss how 
urban freeways destroyed traditional, often poor, neighborhoods, 
and what is being done today to repair the urban fabric and make 
cities whole again.

Presenter: 
Alison Richardson, ASLA, Brown Richardson & Rowe,  
presenting Boston’s Big Dig
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The Big Dig
A Great Public Project



Historic Overview:



Boston Globe, 1954



Building the Elevated Central Artery
Master Plan (1948)

Elevated Highway to deal with 
city traffic = The Central Artery

Another highway = The Inner Belt
would allow through traffic to 
bypass downtown

A view from Custom House Tower, 1954

View of Downtown Construction, October, 1954

• Central Artery Construction began 
in 1950, Completed in 1959; 

• 1,000 structures demolished in 
highway’s path; 

• 20,000 lost their homes; 
• Inner Belt never built;
• Elevated Artery Cut off City from 

Boston Harbor.



Historic Overview:

1995 Aerial of 
Central Artery



20 Years Later… Big Problems
• All day traffic congestion
• Deferred maintenance = elevated 

structures needed replacement
• Unattractive for everyone but 

views for motorists
• Separated downtown 

neighborhoods and city from the 
water

Solution? Put it all underground

• Tip O’Neil, retired Speaker of the 
House wins congressional 
approval for the “Big Dig,” his 
“Swan Song.”



Why a Great Public 
Project?



 10 years of planning and politicking to pass The Surface 
Transportation and Relocation Act of 1987 for the Central 
Artery/Third Harbor Tunnel Project 

 20 years to complete permitting, design, & construction

 $3.2 billion dollar original budget

 $15 billion dollar final cost

 $5 billion to keep streets and sidewalks opened during construction 

 $1.4 billion dollars worth of inflation, cost increases and design fees

 40 design and 114 construction contracts

 15,000 workers and support employed at peak of construction 

 7 years for final approvals

 1,500 legal commitments were promised to communities 

 500 large permits were required for construction to proceed 

The Most…



The Biggest…
 300 acres of new open space including 45 new parks

 8 linear miles of interstate highway and tunnels

 150 cranes were working at peak construction

 120 maximum depth of the downtown tunnel

 Largest tunnel ventilation system in the world

 Largest tunnel jacking project ever built in the USA

 World’s widest cable-stayed bridge, the Zakim Bridge

 Transformation of Logan Airport

 Largest new MBTA station, The New Airport Station to be built 

in decades



Urban Improvements  Reconnected the Downtown to the Waterfront

 Greatly increased adjacent land values 

 Rebuilt aging utility infrastructure

 Improved traffic – Arterial put underground, 
cross town connections improved, on grade 
traffic improved, new tunnel from west 
connected to Logan Airport, New Zakim Bridge 
connected to North, New Silver Line Public 
Transit Connection from South Station to Logan 
Airport

 Logan Airport Roadways completely 
redesigned and improved

 Pedestrian connections in Downtown and 
Waterfront improved

 Air and light quality (and vermin) especially 
in Wharf District improved

 Pollution from open drains dumping into 
Boston Harbor and Millers River fixed

 Hazardous soil/waste (from excavate) 
removed from area and moved to sanitary, 
capped landfill – Spectacle Island

 Boston Harbor Islands added to the National 
Park Service as Boston Harbor Islands National 
Park – New Visitor Center built with ferry and day 
trip boat connections to Islands and intercity 
locations 



Open Space and Parklands

The Big Dig created 45 parks and public plazas, over 300 acres 
of new open space at a cost of $30 million dollars.

Major new parks included:

 Wharf District Park, 27 acres of the Rose Kennedy Greenway

 Charles River Basin, 40 acre parkland along the Charles River 

 Memorial Park Expansion, 23 acres in East Boston

 Bremen Street Park and Greenways Trail, 18.5 acres in East Boston

 Spectacle Island Park, 121 acre Boston Harbor Islands National Park



1.5 mile long 
Rose Kennedy Greenway 
Atlantic Avenue before and 
early proposed image after 
Big Dig Project 

Elevated Highway

Wharf District of the Rose 
Kennedy Greenway



The Rose Kennedy Greenway 
Consensus Plan

The Boston Globe Architectural 
Critic wrote: 

The Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy 
Greenway should be a 21st-
century complement to the 
Boston Common: A gathering 
place, a town center, public 
ground. It can assume whatever 
form Bostonians choose. An 
emerald necklace. A grand 
boulevard. A waterfront lawn. It 
is now none of those things.



Historic Overview:

1995 Aerial of 
Central Artery

1995 2009 

Rose Kennedy Greenway partial list of 
Landscape Architects & Planners:  
The Halvorson Partnership, Copley-Wolff, 
MTA  Architecture & Urban Design, and 
Carol R. Johnson Associates 





North End Park and Zakim Bridge



North End Park and Zakim Bridge





Wharf District Parks



Wharf DistrictWharf District



Wharf District - Greenway Gardens: 
The Doldrums or An Urban Oasis?



Dewey Square - 2011



Chinatown Park

















EXCERPTS FROM LESSONS FROM UNMAKING URBAN MISTAKES

By: JOHN TOLVA, DIRECTOR OF CITIZENSHIP AND TECHNOLOGY, IBM 

The Rose Kennedy Greenway does not re-establish human scale transit in the 
way that existed before the coming of the highway or as it does in the North End 
because the Big Dig did not concern itself with the secondary effects- the cross-
system effects – on the urban tissue surrounding the highway. The Greenway is a 
phantom limb, a linear park that too precisely echoes a well-landscaped median, 
which still serves as what Kevin Lynch described as an “edge”….

The bitter irony is that the structures that were built to limit the edges of the 
Central Artery mostly turned away from it (towards the water or downtown), or 
thrust upward, or engaged in businesses that had no need for street-level 
interaction. These remain today and are a primary reason that the Greenway has 
not fulfilled its potential.

…To understand the city as a system of interdependent systems should be the 
foundation of any information architecture…….All urban tissue is scar tissue. As 
we co-create the second city of information and services, we need …to remember 
that there are plenty of ways to deal with scars, from covering them up to 
highlighting them as unique differentiators. 







Logan Airport
Roadways

Memorial Park

Bremen St. Park
Millers River/
Littoral Way

Harbor Walk

Mass Ave Connector

Presenter –
Alison 

Richardson’ s 
7 CA/T Design  

Project 
Experience

Spectacle Island

Other Lesser Known Big Dig Projects



Spectacle Island
“The Dump”

• This Harbor Island had been 
home to a slaughterhouse, a 
grease-extraction plant, and a 
land fill. It was literally ‘a dump.’

• Prior to rehabilitation, 22 million 
gallons of toxic run-off had 
leached into Boston Harbor 
annually.

• A plan for Spectacle Island to be 
a park was a goal for years. 

• 25% of the dirt displaced by the 
Big Dig (almost 4,000,000 cubic 
yards), was placed on Spectacle 
Island, raising the grade by over  
100 feet on north drumlin.



Spectacle Island
The Transformation

• Provided grading for the 
millions of cubic yards 
and up to 5’ deep of 
manufactured topsoil for 
woodland restoration

• Designed a successional 
seasonal planting plan 
to beautify the island for 
30,000 annual park 
users, control erosion, 
and provide habitat for 
birds and small 
mammals

• Helped created in-water 
habitat for lobster 
colonies with rip rap

After- Erosion control walls 
and native plants

Before- The “Dump”





Boston Harbor Islands Pavilion















BREMEN STREET PARK 
East Boston

Memorial 
Park

Logan
Airport

East Boston
community

Rte 1A

Airport T 
station

Tunnel



BREMEN STREET PARK AERIAL 
East Boston













Amphitheatre and 
Interpretive Granite Stage



Walkways, Community Gardens, Playgrounds



This concludes The American Institute of Architects 
Continuing Education Systems Course

Congress for the New Urbanism Your Contact 
Information
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