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II.B  Open Space

Introduction

New Bedford is a city without a downtown “common” or green—a large 

open space that serves as a center of public life in the urban core.  As 

more residential units have been inserted into the downtown, the call for 

such a common open space has intensifi ed with the desire to see “more 

green”: additional passive recreational spaces for families, and places 

for open-air picnicking.  These are spaces that could be shared with the 

offi ce worker lunch crowd during the week and weekend tourists and 

festival-attendees.  Also important in the assessment of open space is the 

perception of the City from a visitor perspective.  How easily navigable is 

the core?  Are open spaces understood to be an interconnected network, 

or green islands? What are the key assets of the existing open spaces, and 

how can they be amplifi ed?  And fi nally, are there opportunities to insert 

more open spaces into the downtown, to create the common that the City 

seems to need and want? 
BELOW: The ten major open spaces 
within the study area.  This graphic 
acts as a key for the open space inven-
tory sheets in Appendix D (and shown 
in miniature on the following pages).

Municipal Ownership

Private Ownership

#

#
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Open Space Inventory Sheets

In order to describe the state of the open space amenities in the downtown, 

this study identifi ed ten key open spaces, fi ve of which are municipally-

controlled open spaces, and fi ve of which are privately-controlled (but 

publicly-accessible).  Summary sheets were compiled for each of these 

open spaces that qualify area, utilization, quality, problematic edges 

and suggest future improvements.  With some notable exceptions, these 

open spaces can be characterized as too small for events; lacking seating; 

disconnected from one another; often just a forecourt to a building, not 

really a “park”.  While these sheets will be useful to target future capital 

improvement projects, the issue of overall connectivity between these 

spaces could only be addressed by looking at the scale of the entire study 

area.

BELOW & FACING PAGE:  Examples of 
the Open Space inventory sheets for 
all ten major public spaces within the 
study area.  These sheets are included 
full-sized in Appendix D of this report.

Note: Examples only; full sized sheets are included in Appendix D
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Note: Examples only; full sized sheets are included in Appendix D
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Open Space Network

A conceptual itinerary was thus devised to test how a visitor to the City 

would move through the downtown and what locations, views, and spaces 

they would encounter.  The hypothetical visitors arrive at the Elm Street 

Garage, walk to the NPS visitor center and the Whaling Museum, then 

walk to a waterfront restaurant before returning to their car via a leisurely 

route through the downtown core.  This simple exercise identifi ed key 

locations for immediate improvement, including:

>  Introduction of more exuberant welcome signage at the Elm Street 

exit from Route 18 (currently in planning with the NPS)

>  Removal of the Route 18 pedestrian overpass (which immediately 

signifi es how diffi cult the passing is from the downtown to the 

waterfront), slated for demolition as part of Route 18 improvements

>  Removal of the Front Street highway crash guard (which creates 

another physical barrier between the downtown and waterfront)

>  More signifi cant and welcoming landscaping, including seating and 

plantings, at the YMCA frontage to Union Street (especially at the end 

of the Johnny Cake Hill view corridor)

>  Installation of a waterfront gateway at the end of Union Street or a 

supergraphic (large image or text) applied to the State Pier building

>  Removal of the concrete dividing wall between Wings Court and 

the Lupo Block to allow for pedestrian connection to Custom House 

Square

BELOW:  View looking south from soon-
to-be-demolished Route 18 pedestrian 
overpass, showing the Front Street 
highway crash barrier to the right, 
State Pier to the left, and the potential 
waterfront gateway location in the 
distance.
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In the conceptual itinerary it became clear that the existing open spaces 

originally identifi ed could be understood and branded as a network.  The 

key to realizing such a network is to unlock the potential connection 

between Wings Court and 54th Regiment Mass. Voluntary Infantry Plaza 

in the short term (by removing the concrete dividing wall between them 

and obtaining permission to traverse the Lupo Block), and transforming 

Custom House Square into a permanent open space in the long term.  

Short Term Recommendations

>  Install better welcome signage at the Elm Street exit from Route 18 

(currently in planning with the NPS)

>  Remove of Route 18 pedestrian overpass (slated for demolition as part 

of Route 18 improvements)

>  Remove Front Street highway crash guard

>  Remove concrete wall between Wings Court and the Lupo Block

Medium Term Recommendation

>  Install more welcoming landscaping at Johnny Cake Hill intersection 

with YMCA

Long Term Recommendation

>  Install waterfront gateway or supergraphic on State Pier at end of 

Union Street

BELOW:  Conceptual visitor itinerary 
through the downtown core.  This 
graphic highlights the major moments 
of pause with numbers, and the 
recommended improvements in red. 
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Custom House Square / Wings Court / Lupo Block 
Synergies

When the Kerwin Parking Garage on the current Custom House Square 

lot was demolished in 1998, the ultimate intention was to reserve the area 

for a permanent open space.  Unfortunately, now that the interim surface 

parking lot has been in place for eleven years, there is understandable 

resistance from certain sectors of the public to see those municipal spaces 

eliminated.  The recommendation of this study is not to eliminate those 

spaces, but rather to decant these 66 surface lot spaces onto the north-

south streets of the National Park, which currently hold only one-sided 

parking (see On-Street Parking Supply section for more specifi c details 

on this recommendation).   

Once Custom House Square is emptied of parking, the space can be 

reconceived as a permanent open space.  This open space is the subject of 

a Test Fit, detailed in the following section.

Short Term Recommendations

>  Introduce two-sided parking on north-south streets within the 

National Park

>  Remove surface parking use from Custom House Square to allow for 

permanent public space

>  Remove concrete wall between Wings Court and Lupo Block

Medium Term:

>  Design and construct permanent open space at Custom House Square

>  Design and construct permanent open space connector on Lupo Block

FACING PAGE TOP:  ExistIng conditions, 
showing the surface parking lot on 
Custom House Square, and the two-
exit Wings Court without the Lupo 
Block connection.

FACING PAGE BOTTOM:  Proposed 
improvements considered the visitor 
itinerary shown on the previous 
page.  This suggests that Wings Court, 
the Lupo Block and  Custom House 
Square become a continuous open 
space pedestrian network.
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