
Chinatown Librar y Ser vices 

FINAL REPORT 

12/29/17



Boston Public Library

Miller Dyer Spears,  Inc.



Chinatown Library Services Study

Boston Public Library

December 2017

Miller Dyer Spears Inc. 



      Chinatown branch Library services Study                            Miller Dyer Spears 4

1

2

3 

4

5



 Miller Dyer Spears    Chinatown branch Library services Study 5 

Executive Summary

1 Study Goals and Process
Study team 

Schedule 

Project Approach 

BPL Vision for Branch Libraries  

Community Engagement Process

Recommendations 

2  Background
Chinatown Neighborhood Character & History

Future Projections for Chinatown

Past Library Service in Chinatown 

Library Planning Studies & Community Advocacy 

City of Boston & BPL Commitments & Upcoming Services  

3  Service Area
Service Area Demographics

Demographics of Composite Area

Regional Service Area

4 Study Research Results 
Community Meetings & Focus Group Input 

Online Survey Results 

Case Studies 

Available Community Resources

Community Priorities & Preferences

5 Library Services Recommendations 
Re! ect & Reinforce Chinatown Culture

Provide a Multigenerational Gathering Place

Provide Services to Support Community Needs

Other Concerns

Table of   Contents



      Chinatown branch Library services Study                            Miller Dyer Spears 6

6 



 Miller Dyer Spears    Chinatown branch Library services Study 7 

6  Library Space Recommendations 
Proposed Space Program Concepts 

Space Relationships

Design Character 

7  Site Considerations
Site Evaluation Criteria

Preliminary Site Options

Appendices
Public Meeting Presentation Materials & Meeting minutes

Service Area Demographic Data

Online Survey Analysis 

Available Community Resources 





EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



      Chinatown branch Library services Study                            Miller Dyer Spears 10

2017 10

1956

(Bay Village)

(the Leather District) (South End)

Seaport 

District

Allston (Brighton)

(Fenway) (South End) (West End) (West 

Roxbury) (Quincy) (Malden) (Cambridge)

(Newton) (Brookline)

2015

14,844

40 2.5

22 15



 Miller Dyer Spears    Chinatown branch Library services Study 11 

Executive Summar y

Study Purpose and Process 

The goal of this planning study is to develop a Services Program for a proposed 

Chinatown Branch Library services facility as a permanent part of the Boston 

Public Library system, determine the communities to be served, and outline fa-

cility requirements and site location criteria for a new library.  The study involved 

signi� cant interaction with the Chinatown community and its many constituent 

organizations, via public meetings, structured focus groups, online and paper 

surveys, and additional outreach and dialogue with neighborhood organiza-

tions and representatives.  The work ran from February through October 2017 

and was closely coordinated with BPL leadership and other City of Boston 

agencies.  

Chinatown Library and Neighborhood Background 
Chinatown has not had a physical branch library since 1956, when the Tyler 

Street library was demolished for urban renewal and highway construction.  

Community members have campaigned for a new library for many years.  They 

see it as a central beacon for Greater-Boston Chinese and Asian populations, 

serving constituents well beyond the immediate neighborhood.  Chinatown 

today is one of Boston’s most densely populated districts, with housing and 

commercial areas interwoven in a busy urban environment.  Boston’s growing 

downtown and demand for in-town housing in the 21st century have led to 

major high-rise housing construction in Downtown Crossing and Chinatown. 

These housing units have been generally oriented to higher-income occupants, 

and have resulted in an increase in white and non-Asian populations in China-

town – trends that seem likely to continue in the future.   

Service Area and Demographics 

The proposed library would serve Chinatown, Downtown Crossing, Bay Village, 

the Leather District, part of the South End immediately across the Mass. Turn-

pike to East Berkeley Street, and possibly future planned development in the 

Fort Point area of South Boston (Seaport District).  Chinatown is the center of a 

growing regional Asian population – with major residential concentrations in 

Allston, Brighton, Fenway, South End, West End, West Roxbury, Quincy, Malden, 

Cambridge, Newton, Brookline, and elsewhere– which would also bene� t from 

service by the new library. 

Demographic characteristics of the neighborhoods comprising the core service 

area vary. Overall population was 14,844 in 2015. The racial/ethnicity pro� le 

was split roughly equally between white and Asian residents. Although China-

town itself is predominantly Chinese and composed of family households, the 

other areas are predominantly white, younger and non-family.  Notable income 

disparity exists: 40% of the core service area households have annual incomes 

under $25,000, while over 22% make more than $150,000.  
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 Study Research Results and Community Input 

There is a general sense that Chinatown is under pressure from development 

of high-rise buildings, in� ux of new non-Asian and short-term residents, and 

reduced supply of a� ordable housing.  The neighborhood remains the initial 

stop for many new Asian immigrants, with a signi� cant need for social services. 

Residents feel that there is inadequate free public space to gather and hold 

community events.  Community comments expressed a strong desire for  li-

brary services, bilingual facilities and multigenerational programs.  A Chinatown 

library branch is also viewed as an anchor for the community that could rein-

force its cultural identity.  

Library Goals and Services Concept 
Over the past twenty years the conception of a branch library has evolved 

signi� cantly.  The BPL de� nes these pillars to be accommodated: Reading and 

Literacy; Gathering Spaces; Access to Information; and Collections and Cultural 

Heritage. 

Highlights of the goals emerging from this study include: 

• Create a Community Center, with spaces and activities to meet expressed 

service needs 

• A Gathering Place, welcoming and accessible to the diverse populations in 

the service area

• Express and Reinforce the Identity, Culture and History of the Chinatown 

neighborhood 

• Collection Materials to serve the reading and media needs of its multiple 

constituencies 

• Support Multigenerational Users 

• Provide Instructional Opportunities and programs for adult learners and 

youth 

• Provide a Services Clearinghouse for social service and governmental 

programs 

• Provide Sta!  and Services that are responsive to evolving constituent 

populations 

• Present a Visible Beacon for Chinese and Asian communities of the Greater 

Boston region

Executive Summar y
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Space Program Needs 
 This report provides guidance on recommended ranges of overall facility and 

component space sizes, based on review of other BPL branch libraries and 

standard library space guidelines.  To serve needs identi� ed in this study, the 

Chinatown Library is recommended to be approximately 15,000 GSF.  Develop-

ment of a detailed architectural program is beyond this study scope.

Site Options Consideration 

Evaluation and selection of a site for the proposed Chinatown Branch Library 

should follow this study, in interaction among BPDA, BPL and other City of 

Boston representatives.  Preliminary consideration as part of this study identi� ed 

signi� cant criteria important to the community and for good BPL operation. 

 Key criteria include: 

• capacity to accommodate the full library space requirements 

• centrality to neighborhood housing concentrations and community activi-

ty places 

• prominent location 

• easy pedestrian and public transit accessibility 

• ability to anchor the Chinatown neighborhood. 

Given the urban density and limited site options available in this neighborhood, 

potential joint development sites should be considered for the Chinatown 

Library. 

Executive Summar y
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Study Goals  and Process

The goal of this planning study is to develop a Library Services Program for a 

proposed Chinatown Branch Library as a permanent location in the Boston Public 

Library system, de� ne the communities to be served, and establish collection 

recommendations, facility requirements, and site location assessment criteria to 

implement services.  

The study incorporates the results of signi� cant outreach and interaction with the 

Chinatown community and its many constituent organizations, and coordination 

with BPL leadership and City of Boston agencies.  We wish to express our heartfelt 

gratitude to the many members of the Chinatown community, nearby neigh-

borhoods and representatives of community organizations and service agencies 
who contributed to this e� ort, attending public meetings, focus groups, individual 

discussions and area tours, and responding to the survey questionnaire. 

Study Team 
The study was directed and coordinated by members of BPL management, in-

cluding: 

• David Leonard, President 

• Eamon Shelton, Director of Operations
• Michael Colford, Director of Library Services 

• Alison Ford, Major Projects Program Manager 

• Priscilla Foley, Director of Neighborhood Services

• Laura Irmscher, Chief of Collections 

• Melissa Andrews, Collection Development Manager 

• Jim Meade, Superintendent of Library Buildings 
• Melina Schuler, Chief of Communications 

• John Dorsey, Applications Manager 

• Pete Coco, Assistant Manager of Branch Libraries

Representatives of City of Boston agencies who contributed to this process in-

clude: 
• Denny Ching, Neighborhood Services Department, Coordinator for China-

town, Leather District, Downtown Crossing, and Asian community 

• Mary Knasas, Senior Planner, Boston Planning and Development Agency 
• Alvaro Lima, Director of Research, Boston Planning and Development Agency 

• Christina Kim, Research Manager, Boston Planning and Development Agency 

The study work was performed by Miller Dyer Spears Inc. (MDS), planners and 

architects, led by: 

• Myron Miller, Principal-in-Charge 
• Danyul Cho, Project Manager 

• Donna Harris, Project Planner 
• Patience K. Jackson, Library Building Consultant 

• Nancy Davis, Library Consultant and Community Engagement Specialist 

• Zifeng Maple Zou, Interpreter and Translator
• Ida Kwong, Interpreter 

1
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The schedule of Chinatown Branch Library Services Planning Study activities was 

as follows: 

• Project Start-up:  Study kick-o!  and organizational meetings with BPL lead-

ership, background materials review and information gathering: Feb.-Apr. 

2017  

• First Public Community Meeting: Apr. 25, 2017

• Focus Groups: May 2017 

• Research & Analysis: Survey dissemination, response and analysis, public 

agency input, supplemental community representative meetings, case 

studies investigation, demographic data analysis and Information gathering 

June-July 2017  

• Second Public Community Meeting: July 18, 2017

• Recommendations: Library services, space program development, draft 

recommendations, draft report, site evaluation criteria, review meetings 

with BPL leadership and report revisions: Jul. 19-October 6, 2017

• Third Public Community Meeting: October 24, 2017

• Report: Revise, translate and submit " nal bilingual study report: November 

10, 2017

Schedule

1
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This study required a unique approach for a branch library services planning 

project.  Unlike most neighborhood libraries, planning � rst had to determine 

the population and geographical area to be served, and then the services the 

constituencies require.  Chinatown has not had a physical branch library since 

1956, and community members have campaigned for a new library since then, 

increasingly actively in the past � fteen years.  It is seen as a central beacon for 

Greater-Boston’s Chinese and Asian populations, serving constituents beyond 

the immediate neighborhood.  Adjacent neighborhoods – Bay Village, Leather 

District, Ladder District, Downtown Crossing, and the northern part of the South 

End which contains a large Asian population – could also bene� t from more 

localized library services.  New high-rise housing built in Downtown Crossing 

and Chinatown in the past decade add substantial higher-income residential 

populations to the diverse demographic and economic mix, expanding poten-

tial constituencies for new Chinatown Branch Library services. 

To determine the types of services, collections and programs needed for a 

Chinatown Branch Library,  we analyzed area demographics and trends and 

assessed the population to be served, in the immediate neighborhood and be-

yond.   This provided the basis for developing a services and facilities program 

and design requirements, and criteria for evaluating appropriate site options. 

The MDS team reviewed and analyzed

•  Available planning documents on Chinatown and neighboring commu-

nities, and demographic data on the immediate service area and on the 

regional Chinese and Asian population concentrations.  

• Chinatown Master Plan reports prepared by the Boston Planning and De-

velopment Agency (BPDA) and by community groups and discussed these 

with agency representatives.  

• BPL system operations and standards, branch library planning, services, 

operations and programs, and evolving practices in community service and 

use of neighborhood branch libraries.  

• Case studies of successful libraries in comparable Chinatowns and low-in-

come/immigrant communities in major urban areas around the U.S.  

• Previous library planning studies and experiments for Boston’s Chinatown, 

including the Chinatown Youth Initiative Studies (2001 and 2014-2015), 

Chinatown Library Programming & Siting Study (2007-2008), Storefront 

Library (2009), and the Chinatown Lantern Reading Room at Oak Terrace 

(2012-2013).  

Project  Approach

1
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The BPL Compass: Strategic Plan, approved in 2011, established a conceptual 

framework for BPL services and facilities.  The Compass plan set principles for 

excellence to guide all aspects of library programming and planning, which 

include: 

I)      User-Centered Institution

II)    Community Gathering

III)   Special Collections

IV)   Center of Knowledge

V)    Children and Teens

VI)   Access and Innovation

VII)   Sustainable Organization

VIII)  Fun

Branch libraries play a vital role in centering their communities and providing 

opportunities for active participation of neighborhood residents of all ages in a 

wide variety of activities. This is re� ected in four primary pillars to be accommo-

dated in planning library services and facilities, as discussed with BPL leadership 

at the outset of this Chinatown Library Study: 

• Reading and Literacy 

• Gathering Spaces 

• Access to Information 

• Special Collections and Cultural Heritage

Considering these guidelines, the Chinatown Branch Library should be a 

community service facility that is distinctive among BPL branch libraries, with 

speci� c features that respond to the special characteristics of the local popula-

tion and its regional service role.  It should: 

• Create a community center, with spaces and activities to meet ex-

pressed service needs 

• Be a gathering place, welcoming and accessible to the diverse popula-

tions in its service area

• Express and reinforce the identity, culture and history of the Chinatown 

neighborhood 

• O! er collection materials to serve the reading and media needs of its 

multiple constituencies 

• Serve and support the multigenerational array and mixture of users 

• Accommodate culturally-responsive sta!  and services for the evolving 

constituent populations 

• Present a prominent beacon for the Chinese and Asian communities of 

the Greater Boston region

BPL Vision for  Branch Librar ies

1
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This study employed a variety of approaches to engage the service-area com-

munities and solicit their input on a Chinatown Branch Library: 

Public Meetings
The process included three open public meetings, advertised via local networks, 

organizations and media, to explain the study purpose and process, report on 

! ndings and recommendations, invite comments and questions, and engage 

in dialogue on relevant issues of interest to the constituents.  Presentations and 

dialogue were consecutively interpreted in Cantonese, and all presentation 

materials were bilingual in English and Chinese. 

Focus Groups 
MDS organized and led structured discussion sessions with representatives of 

various community interest groups, including: 

• Friends of the Chinatown Library 

• Boston Chinatown Resident Association, which consists of predomi-

nantly Cantonese-speaking seniors 

• Teenage high school students, drawn from a variety of local youth 

groups 

• Parents of Young Children resident in the community and involved in 

school and afterschool programs

• A broad set of Civic and Business Leaders

Participants were invited through extensive networking with community 

organization leaders, local school and afterschool programs, advocacy and 

social service organization personnel, BPL connections, Neighborhood Services 

and other City of Boston agency contacts.  Invited constituencies from whom 

we had limited attendance were residents of the new high-rise towers and of 

adjacent neighborhoods. 

Online and Paper Survey 
MDS and BPL sta"  designed a survey form addressing questions of past BPL 

library use, desired library services, collection materials and spaces, preferred 

days and times of use, and demographic data about residential location, age, 

family composition and primary language.  The survey was advertised through 

local organizations, networks and media, and was available to be answered 

digitally via the BPL website and on printed forms distributed at community 

organizations and residential complexes.  BPL sta"  provided tabulation and 

Community Engagement Process

1
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Individual Interactions and Chinatown Area Visits 
MDS sta�  supplemented the above community engagement processes with 

meetings and conversations with participants from the neighborhood and local 

organizations who expressed interest in further dialogue – including with at-

tendees at the public meetings who wanted to o� er additional input afterwards.  

Our intent was to gather as broad an understanding as possible of the range of 

situations and viewpoints that could a� ect library planning, from a community 

with a wide variety of subgroups, constituencies and opinions. 

Meeting Handouts and Reports 
All presentation materials and study reports are translated and published in 

English and Chinese.  

Recommendations
Based on the analysis described above, the MDS team summarized preliminary 

! ndings on:  

• service area and demographics

• neighborhood character 

• priority library services and desired facility qualities

With continuing BPL interaction, MDS developed recommendations for:

• a program of library services 

• collections 

• spaces and facilities

• site considerations  

Our working process and results are best understood by review of these topics in 

the later sections of this report. 

Community Engagement Process

1
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Chinatown Character  & Histor y

Boston’s Chinatown has a long history as an immigrant residential community.  

Built on � lled tidal-� ats of the South Cove, the area was originally settled by 

Anglo-Bostonians.  Railroad developments in the vicinity in the mid-nineteenth 

century made the area less desirable and it became home to a succession of 

immigrant groups – Irish, Jewish, Italian, Syrian, Greek and others.  Chinese 

immigrants began settling in the area in the 1870s – initially brought to Mas-

sachusetts from the west coast as strike breakers.  The mostly-male population 

grew to take jobs in the nearby garment and leather-goods manufacturing 

plants, followed quickly by work in local laundries and restaurants. The Chinese 

Exclusion Act of 1882 limited immigration. In 1930, the Act was amended to 

allow wives and children of laborers to immigrate to the U.S., leading to more 

female residents and families in Chinatown. After the Act was abolished in 1943, 

a major increase in Chinese population in the area ensued.

Urban renewal and highway construction of the Central Artery in the 1950s 

and the Massachusetts Turnpike Extension in the 1960s caused demolition of 

many homes and businesses in Chinatown.  These projects reduced the land 

area and isolated the Chinatown neighborhood, impacts still strongly felt in 

the neighborhood.  The Chinese immigrant population continued to grow, 

however, attracted by entry-level jobs, low-rent housing and closely-connected 

community and support organizations. This trend continues today.  The original 

Chinatown population consisted of Cantonese-speaking immigrants predom-

inantly from Southern China and Taiwan.  More recent immigrants come from 

various parts of China, including signi� cant Mandarin-speaking groups.  Some 

immigrants from other Southeast Asian countries have also settled in the area.  

Regional, family and name-based a�  liations among distinct immigrant groups 

and varied socio-political attitudes of di� erent sub-communities have yielded a 

large multiplicity of community organizations and social associations.  Over 75 

organizations serve the Chinatown residential population.

2



      Chinatown branch Library services Study                            Miller Dyer Spears 34

Chinatown 1775 Boston Map

Chinatown 1769 William Prince Map
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Chinatown 1814 Hales Map

Aerial View of the Current Chinatown

Chinatown today is one of Boston’s most densely populated residential districts, 

with housing and commercial areas interwoven in a busy urban environment.  

Garment, leather and other factory activities largely disappeared by the 1990s, 

partly replaced by downtown-related o�  ce and support businesses. Given 

limited land area and housing availability and densi� cation pressures, Chinese 

residential populations have spread beyond the historic Chinatown area to 

the northern part of the South End and other neighborhoods of Boston and 

surrounding communities. (See Demographics discussion, below.)  The neigh-

borhood continues to serve as a major center of Asian-American life in New 

England, an attractor to Asian-Americans throughout the Greater Boston region.  

The growth of Boston’s Downtown Crossing area and increased demand for 

in-town housing since the turn of the 21st century has led to major high-

rise housing development in Downtown Crossing and Chinatown, generally 

oriented to higher-income occupants.  Almost 2,000 new housing units were 

approved in Chinatown in 2007-2016, of which 69% were market-rate and 

31% categorized as a� ordable.1  Ongoing development trends and continuing 

gentri� cation have led to an increase in the proportion of white and non-Asian 

resident population in Chinatown.  This has produced a bifurcated community 

in which the di� erent groups have little sense of common community and 

common interaction. Long-time residents fear that further gentri� cation will 

transform the character of the community.  Chinatown advocacy organizations 

have fought to maintain truly a� ordable housing, tied to a standard of local area 

median income levels, and for construction of substantial numbers of addition-

al a� ordable units.  Institutional expansion and development for the past � fty 

years – including major clinical and education facilities construction by Tufts 

Medical Center – have also transformed parts of the Chinatown urban environ-

ment.  

1    Information provided by Boston Planning and Development Agency (BPDA).  Of 

1933 total approved housing units, 605 were a� ordable. 

2

Chinatown Character  & Histor y
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Projecting the future of Chinatown urban development and resident popu-

lation, and the implications for planning BPL Library Services, is very di�  cult.  

The Boston Planning and Development Agency1 has attempted for decades to 

maintain a balance between encouraging development aimed at revitalizing 

the neighborhood and providing a� ordable housing and sustaining local busi-

nesses that provide jobs for local residents. 

Imagine Boston 2030, the City’s new comprehensive plan, was ! nalized in 

July 2017, as this study was in process.   Planning and outreach by the BPDA 

involved meetings with Chinatown residents and organizations.    Due to its 

central downtown location, the Chinatown area falls within two types of “places 

for growth and enhancement:”  

• “Encourage a Mixed-Use Core – Continued dense, mixed-use development 

and public realm improvements… to “encourage dense, walkable, mixed 

use development and public realm improvements to foster a core where 

more people live, work and gather. “2

• “Enhance Neighborhoods – Improvement of the public realm and contex-

tually sensitive development… [to] improve neighborhood vitality, services, 

and a� ordability while a�  rming each neighborhood’s distinct identity.”3

The plan outlined general goals for existing neighborhoods such as Chinatown, 

the Leather District, Bay Village, and Downtown Crossing.  These include: 4

• Ensure housing a� ordability

• Enhance neighborhood character

• Encourage contextually sensitive development

• Invest in public realm and open space

• Strengthen job access

• Improve transportation connections

• Provide amenities for everyday needs

• Foster community gathering spaces

• Design public space for all ages

While the 2030 plan did not include details about how it might be implement-

ed in Chinatown, the City recognized many of the pressures faced by residents 

of this area, particularly the threat posed by the steep rise of housing costs to 

the stability of the Chinatown community and its many low-income renters and 

the need to preserve the existing community by limiting development. 

1 BPDA, previously BRA, the Boston Redevelopment Agency
2 Imagine Boston 2030 (Boston, 2017), p. 24.
3      Imagine Boston 2030, p. 24.
4 Imagine Boston 2030, p. 27.

2

“Chinatown is a vibrant cultural center 

with a rich history.  A cohesive neigh-

borhood as well as a cultural destina-

tion, it is home to many restaurants 

and other small businesses.  While 

new development can enhance the 

area and add new housing and jobs, 

in some cases, recent growth has 

placed pressure on existing residents 

and retail.  Addressing this pressure 

and preserving the area’s cultural leg-

acy requires strategic preservation, 

careful in! ll growth, including a� ord-

able housing and commercial space 

for small businesses and public spaces 

and amenities that serve the commu-

nity. “

Imagine Boston 2030, page 181

Future Projections for  Chinatown
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The 2030 plan goals re� ect many of the desires of Chinatown residents as 

expressed in our meetings.  The creation of a permanent library branch in the 

Chinatown neighborhood represents one aspect of the City’s commitment to 

improving and enhancing the community, but it must be seen in the context 

of the broader City e� ort.

Tunney Lee, Professor Emeritus at the MIT Department of Urban Studies and 

Planning, has said that he “sees Chinatown maintaining its ethnic and econom-

ic character well into the future. ‘Immigration is still strong and keeping China-

town vibrant.’ This can make the culture and liveliness of Chinatown return…. 

‘The various developments now under way in the area, while welcome and 

a sign of economic vitality, are putting pressures on the neighborhood and 

will lead to an in� ux of more non-Asian residents….But I think the number of 

Asian-Americans will stay constant as the total population goes up.’” 1

To understand the implications of projections for the future of Chinatown on 

library services planning, one must consider several speculative questions: 

• What will be the balance between preserving the existing historic urban 

fabric of the area and new high-rise development inserted into the dense 

context?  How much further increase in total neighborhood population 

will result? 

• Will increasing real estate price pressures be able to be controlled, and will 

low-and-moderate-income housing and related businesses maintain their 

viability in the neighborhood? 

• How much further will the proportion shift between Chinese and Asian 

populations and the increasing white and non-Asian populations living in 

Chinatown?  How will this a� ect the age-pro� le and other demographic 

characteristics of neighborhood residents? 

• Will the new, higher-end occupants form a cohesive, long-term residential 

community, and will they become integrated into a common neighbor-

hood sensibility with the traditional residents? 

• Will public library usage-patterns of new area residents be comparable to 

the high utilization rates projected for the neighborhood’s long-time Chi-

nese and Asian populations? Will these new residents make use of social 

service programs?

1 “It’s Chinatown,” Boston Business Journal, 8/17/2012.

2

Future Projections for  Chinatown



      Chinatown branch Library services Study                            Miller Dyer Spears 40

Story time at Tyler Street Branch LIbrary 

(1916-1938)

1916-

1938)

Reading room at BPL Delivery Station at 

130 Tyler Street (1896 - 1915)
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Past Public  Librar y Ser vice in 
Chinatown
Boston Public Library service in Chinatown dates back to 1896, when a delivery 

station of the BPL opened at 130 Tyler Street. The motive for this facility was to 

provide easy access to reading materials to educate and Americanize the di-

verse population of immigrants including Chinese, Syrian, Greek, Jewish, Italian, 

French, Spanish and German patrons.  

In 1915 the delivery station closed and a new branch library was opened in the 

Tyler Street municipal building.   This branch library o� ered services including 

multi-lingual collections, ESL materials, citizenship information, employment 

material, children’s books, story hours, and an active program of community 

events, meetings and performances. The branch library was closed in 1938 

during Depression-era budgetary cutbacks.  Despite community protests, the 

branch remained closed until 1951, when it was reopened as a reading room. 

In 1956 the Chinatown branch of the BPL was again closed and the Tyler Street 

building was demolished, as part of the clearance for urban renewal and Bos-

ton’s Central Artery construction.  After the library was closed and demolished, 

the Chinatown community received intermittent bookmobile services in the 

1960s and 1970s. Since the 1960s, Chinatown has been one of the few neigh-

borhoods in Boston without its own branch library.  Neighborhood residents 

currently travel to the South End branch library or the central Boston Public 

Library in Copley Square to borrow books and utilize other library services. 

There is no substitute space in the neighborhood for the types of community 

programming and activities which a branch library typically accommodates. 

2

The BPL Delivery Station at 130 Tyler Street 

(1896 - 1915)

The Tyler Street Branch Library (1916 - 

1938)
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Chinatown residents and community organizations have actively campaigned 

for replacement of the Chinatown Branch Library since it was demolished, with 

increasing advocacy e� orts since the turn of the 21st century.   Signi� cant initia-

tives and studies to advance this process have included: 

• 2001 – Friends of the Chinatown Library (FOCL) launched:  A broadly rep-

resentative community-based organization advocating for a new branch 

library, with continued activities through the present day. 

• 2001 – Library needs survey by Chinese Youth Initiative (CYI): A service and 

activism youth organization in Chinatown. 

• 2007-2008 – Chinatown Library Programming & Siting Study: Under the 

auspices of the City of Boston, managed by Boston Property and Construc-

tion Management Department in coordination with the Boston Public 

Library.  Through an active community meeting and visioning process the 

study identi� ed a critical need for library services in Chinatown, developed 

a recommended library space program, and identi� ed and evaluated po-

tential sites against a standard set of criteria. 

• 2009 – Storefront “pop-up” Library: Created and operated by volunteers, 

with a contributed book collection, active circulation, in-library events, story 

hours, and ESOL conversations. Its success indicated strong library services 

demand and utilization potential in Chinatown. 

• 2012-2013 – Chinatown Lantern Reading Room at Oak Terrace: This space 

provided free library reading and circulation services, including books in 

English and Chinese, a collection of over 8,000 books and magazines, Chi-

nese language newspapers, educational programming, computer literacy 

services and other programs. 

2

Oak Terrace Reading Room (2012-2013)

Storefront Library (2009)

Programming & Siting Study (2007-2008)

Librar y Planning Studies & 
Community Advocac y
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• 2014-2015 – Chinese Youth Initiative Library Study: Organized youth group 

initiative in partnership with FOCL, which involved community outreach 

and public meetings, focus groups with local youth, parents and elderly, 

and interaction with City and State government representatives, to build 

and promote a community vision for a Chinatown Library.  The study 

demonstrated that community members value a library as a signi� cant 

resource beyond provision of book collections and library materials.  

• 

Their vision de� nes the library as: 

• a community cultural center to help preserve, enrich and share com-

munity history and culture

• a safe space for community gatherings that fosters intergenerational 

connections

• a resource serving residents’ needs for higher education preparedness, 

job and skills training, and resources for immigrant families

• a community-centering environment o� ering entertainment and fun 

The City of Boston, under the leadership of Mayor Martin Walsh, has recognized 

the long-standing need for branch library services in Chinatown  and autho-

rized the BPL to contract for this Chinatown Branch Library Services Planning 

Study.  The intent is to develop a comprehensive services program for a China-

town Branch Library to meet the needs of the constituent community popu-

lation and to begin the process of implementing these services with location 

assessment criteria for a new library facility. 

To initiate and expedite provision of library services to the Chinatown commu-

nity, the City of Boston and BPL are developing a Temporary Library Services 

facility in the China Trade Center building at 2 Boylston Street, to open by the 

end of 2017.  As Mayor Walsh said in the State of the City address in January, 

2017, “We listened to the community and we’re � nally bringing library services 

back to the Chinatown neighborhood.”  BPL will provide branch library services 

in the lower-level space in the BPDA-owned China Trade Center, using input 

and understandings gained from this planning study to help frame the scope of 

services and collection materials provided, within the space available.  BPL also 

sees this temporary operation as an opportunity to experiment and learn more 

about the service needs, priorities and operational considerations to be incor-

porated in the permanent library facility. 

2

City of  Boston & BPL Commitments 
and Upcoming Ser vices  

Librar y Planning Studies & 
Community Advocac y
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Ser vice Area Demographics

De! nition of Service Area 
The closing of the Chinatown branch library on Tyler Street in 1956 created a 

gap in the city’s distribution of public libraries.  In addition to the Central Library 

in Copley Square, there are branch library facilities located in adjacent neighbor-

hoods (South End, South Boston, North End, and West End). All are roughly one 

mile from Chinatown.  The South Boston branch is over two miles away.  

It is anticipated that a library located in the Chinatown area would provide 

services for residents of Bay Village, the Leather District, Downtown Crossing 

and Chinatown. Also included in the service area is the portion of the South 

End immediately across the Massachusetts Turnpike from Chinatown, bounded 

by East Berkeley, Tremont and Albany streets. This includes a signi� cant Asian 

population near Castle Square housing in the South End.  Future planned devel-

opment in the Fort Point area of South Boston (Seaport District) might provide 

additional library patrons, despite the potential barrier of the Fort Point Channel 

itself.  The proposed core and extended service areas are illustrated in Fig.3.1. 

3

BPL Location

Fig. 3-1 Boston neighborhoods 

with service area indicated by 

red outlines superimposed.
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Census Data Sources

The demographic data of the library’s service area makes use of the most recent 

federal census (2010) as well as information prepared by the American Com-

munity Survey for comparative periods (2006-2010, 2011 – 2015), provided by 

the Boston Planning and Development Agency Research Division.  U. S. Census 

districts capture information for clearly de� ned neighborhoods such as China-

town, Bay Village, and the Leather District, but the portions of Downtown and 

South End neighborhoods that fall within the Chinatown library service area are 

not separable from the data for larger neighborhood areas.  A more � ne-grained 

analysis is possible by using the American Communities Survey information.  

(See page 55.)

3

Ser vice Area Demographics

Fig. 3-2 Proposed library service area 

superimposed on 2010 Census bound-

aries, indicated with purple lines.
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2010 Census Data

When compared to adjacent neighborhoods of Bay Village and Leather 

District, Chinatown has clear distinctions.  These include:

• Population:  Chinatown, Bay Village and Leather District are rel-

atively small areas of the city, with a total combined population 

of 6,395 (2010 U. S. Census).  Of these, Chinatown is by far the 

largest, with 4,444 people. The entire Boston population in 2010 

was 617,594, a modest increase of 4.8% since 2000.  In contrast, 

Chinatown and the Leather District experienced rapid popula-

tion growth during the 2000 -2010 decade, increasing 24.9% and 

191.8%, respectively.   

• Race / Ethnicity: Chinatown’s population in 2010 was 77% Asian1 

as compared to 13% and 28% in Leather District and Bay Village 

respectively.  Boston’s overall Asian population in 2010 was only 

9%.  (see bar chart, Fig. 3-4)

• Age: Young people under the age of twenty composed 15% of 

the residents of Chinatown, exceeding the 8% and 5% in Leath-

er District and Bay Village respectively, although Boston overall 

averaged 22% in this age group. The 20-34 age group was the 

largest by percentage in all areas, except Leather District, where 

the population was somewhat older (44% from 35-54).  

• Families:  Nearly half of Chinatown residents live in family house-

holds2, signi� cantly more than its adjoining neighborhoods; 

while Leather District and Bay Village have many more non-family 

households.  

• Housing: In general, the bulk of occupied housing units are rental 

in this area.  93.3% in Chinatown, compared to 62% in Downtown 

Crossing, 71.7% in Bay Village.  Only the Leather District had a 

majority of owner-occupied housing units (69.6%).

1 As used by the Census, ‘Asian refers to racial background and may refer to 
those who identi� ed as either a single Asian group (‘Asian alone’) or a combi-
nation of several races.

2 As de� ned by the U.S. Census Bureau, a family household consists of at least 

two members, related by birth, marriage or adoption, one of whom is the 

householder.  A non-family household can be either a person living alone or 

a householder who shared the housing unit with non-relatives. 

3
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Demographics of  Composite Area

2015 American Communities Survey

The total service area, blending Chinatown, Bay Village, Leather District, Down-

town Crossing, and part of the South End, has a somewhat di� erent pro� le.  In 

order to obtain composite data, census blocks from the 2015 American Com-

munities Survey were grouped together.  As these blocks, like the 2010 Census 

tracts, do not align with the proposed library service area, we have compared 

the boundaries in Fig. 3-5 below. 

3

Fig. 3-5 Proposed Core and Extended 

Service Areas with ACS census blocks 

superimposed
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2015 American Communities Survey

The information provided by the BPDA, which corresponds to the census 

blocks on the previous page, allows us to compare this area to Boston overall 

and to see signi� cant changes from 2010 to 2015.  (Note:  The numbers dis-

cussed below include only the core service area.)

• Population: The overall population of the core service area was 14,844 

in 2015, a rise of 4.7%, or 669 people, since 2010.

• Race:  The racial / ethnicity pro� le of the area in 2015 was roughly 

equal between white and Asian residents (45.2% vs. 44.2%).  This 

represented a slight reduction in Asian population (down 2.9%) since 

2010, as well as an increase in white residents, which may be attribut-

able to ongoing development of new housing units on the edges of 

Chinatown and in Downtown.  (See Fig. 3-6.)

• Language: Within the area of Chinatown and Downtown in 2015, 

spoken languages include English (50.3%) and Chinese (34.6%), rep-

resenting a slight increase in English speakers since 2010 (+3%).  

• Educational Attainment: Levels of education achieved by residents of 

the service area over age 25 have increased since 2010.  While over 

30% of residents had less than a high school education in 2010, this 

percentage had declined to less than 25% by 2015.  At the opposite 

end of the spectrum, residents with a Bachelor’s degree or higher 

increased by nearly 10% by 2015, reaching 52% of the population.  

(See Fig. 3-7.)

• Household Income1:  The population of the Chinatown service area 

demonstrates a notable disparity of income.  In 2015 roughly 40% 

of the households had less than $25,000 in income.  Although this 

percentage has declined from 46% in 2010, it is a reminder that there 

is a signi� cant low-income population in this area.  On the other 

hand, the percentage of households making more than $150,000 has 

increased to 22.6%.  (See Fig. 3-8.)

• Housing: Approximately 76% of occupied housing units are rentals in 

this area.  

1 As de� ned by the Census Bureau, a household consists of one or more persons 
living in a housing unit and may include either family or non-family groups,

         as de� ned on page 53.
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Regional  Ser vice Area

3

Asian-Americans in Boston are made up of many ethnic subgroups, including 

Chinese and Taiwanese, Vietnamese, Asian Indian, Korean, Filipino, Japanese, 

Thai, Cambodian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, etc.  In 2010, 61,788 residents of 

Asian origin lived in Boston.1  Within the Asian population of Boston, Chinese 

and Taiwanese make up the largest subgroup--43.5%. 2   

In general, of Chinese and Taiwanese residents in Massachusetts, 68.5% are 

foreign-born, with 36% of foreign-born residents naturalized citizens.3  Within 

Boston, the American Community Survey estimated that in 2014, 22,356 for-

eign-born Chinese lived in Boston4.  Although foreign-born Chinese are found 

throughout the city, they are mostly concentrated in Downtown (including 

Chinatown), Brighton, the South End, Fenway, Charlestown, Mission Hill, and 

Dorchester.

In addition to its core service area, Chinatown is the center of a regional Asian 

population.  Concentrations of Asians within Boston can be found in Allston, 

Brighton, the Fenway area, South End, West End, and West Roxbury.  

The � rst decade of the 21st century saw a 46% increase in the number of Asian 

residents in Massachusetts, many of whom have settled in cities and towns in 

Eastern Massachusetts with easy access to Boston via public transit.  Beyond 

Boston, the most signi� cant concentrations exist in Quincy, Malden, Lexington, 

Cambridge, Newton and Brookline, as illustrated in Fig. 3-9 on page 61.

Many of the participants in the study focus groups and surveys lived outside 

the de� ned core service area.  Easy access by public transit allows this popu-

lation to visit, work, shop, and study in Boston and Chinatown.  For example, 

roughly 75% of the participants in the Teen focus group do not live in China-

town: 50% live in other parts of Boston and 25% live outside the City. All see 

Chinatown as an important gathering place, a sort of home away from home.  

Parents describe weekly trips to Chinatown for Chinese language lessons and 

other educational programs for their children, as well as visits to participate in 

cultural and other community events.  For older immigrants, Chinatown rep-

resents an opportunity to � nd Chinese markets, access adult education classes, 

and stay connected with their culture. 

1 “Population of Asian American Subgroups in Boston,” Institute of Asian American 

Studies, accessed 9/26/17, 

https://www.umb.edu/iaas/census/2010/population_of_asian_american_subgroups_

in_boston

2 Ibid.
3 “Population of Asian American Subgroups in Massachusetts,” Institute of Asian 

American Studies,  accessed 9/26/2017, https://www.umb.edu/iaas/census/2010/

population_of_asian_american_subgroups_in_ma

4 American Community Survey, 2014, American Fact Finder, BRA Research Analysis.
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The importance of the Chinatown Branch Library to the regional area is 

worth considering.  Public libraries in many of the Asian population centers 

in Eastern Massachusetts have Chinese language collections of varying 

sizes.  Lexington and Brookline have relatively extensive collections and 

programming; Quincy has a relatively small collection although Asians 

make up 24% of its population.  In its role as Library for the Commonwealth, 

the Boston Public Library o� ers Commonwealth residents with a BPL library 

card unrestricted borrowing privileges of all circulating items, access to 

online services, access to reference and research services, and participation 

in the statewide interlibrary loan program.  Thus,  it is expected that the BPL 

will continue to be a resource to the Asian communities outside the Boston 

area, the importance of a Chinatown library as a cultural gathering place 

and symbolic “hub” for this group should not be underestimated. 

3
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A variety of sources were used to provide information about the nature of a 

library in Chinatown.  As described in Section 1, public meetings, a series of 

focus groups, and informal conversations with community members explored 

the aspirations and needs of the neighborhood.  Online surveys allowed the 

BPL and study team to gain broader input.  We looked at examples of similar 

libraries for Chinatown neighborhoods across the U.S to understand what types 

of services and facilities were typically provided and how they succeeded.  To 

better document the community’s resources for programs and meeting spaces, 

we surveyed both social service agencies and their services as well as available  

locations of meeting space in the area.  This section summarizes the results of 

that research and provides the basis for our recommendations in Section 5.

The community engagement process included three public meetings and � ve 

structured focus group sessions, plus a variety of additional individual discus-

sions, with community members who play a variety of roles in the library ser-

vice area: civic leaders, residents and seniors, teens, parents of young children, 

and the Friends of the Chinatown Library . 

Agenda

The agenda of the initial community meeting and focus groups was to under-

stand:

• the context of the service area

• the ongoing role of Chinatown as a regional center for Chinese immigrants 

as well as for Asian communities outside Boston

• the perspectives of community members about a branch library and its role 

in Chinatown

• the types of services desired by di! erent segments of the community

• the types of spaces that support these services 

• the general character of the facility

The opinions summarized in this section are those expressed by members of 

the community and focus groups.

Community Meetings & 
Focus Group Input

4
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Service Area Context

• The general sense expressed in meetings by Chinatown residents is that the 

neighborhood is under pressure from the development of high-rise housing 

and an in� ux of students, young professionals, and short-term residents.  As 

many of these new residents have little or no connection with the existing 

community, to long-term residents, an already crowded neighborhood feels 

like it is getting smaller, with less well-de� ned boundaries.

• Most housing units are rentals and are cramped.  Residents report that there 

is little privacy, and quiet study space at home for students is in short supply.      

• The ethnic makeup has been gradually changing, with Asian residents 

no longer comprising the majority within the service area.  Nevertheless, 

Chinatown continues to be their U.S. point of entry for many new Asian 

immigrants.  The immigrant population has a strong need not only for 

social services to assist them in learning English, � nding housing, work, and 

healthcare services but also for a sense of belonging. 

• The Asian population of Massachusetts has grown markedly during the last 

ten years. Sizable Asian communities have formed in the Boston metropoli-

tan area.  These communities are linked to downtown Boston via commuter 

rail and rapid transit.  Chinatown remains the cultural center of this commu-

nity, with residents of outlying areas coming for retail, groceries, restaurants, 

Chinese School, language classes, and cultural events. 

• Residents of Chinatown strongly feel that there is inadequate public com-

munity space to gather, socialize, and hold events.  Despite the presence of 

many organizations such as family associations and social service entities 

that host gatherings, space that is free and open to all is felt by many to be 

limited.  The economic constraints of many Chinese residents make this type 

of space particularly valuable. 

Community Meetings 
& Focus Group Input
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Role of a Chinatown Library
The overwhelming sentiment from community members interviewed in this 

process is that a Chinatown branch library would be an anchor for the com-

munity, reinforcing its cultural identity, de� ning its boundaries, and bringing its 

people together.  While Chinatown neighborhood residents are eager users of 

the BPL’s Central library and other branches, the prospect of having a branch 

library in their neighborhood again is regarded by the community as a sign of 

respect and long-desired ful� llment of a commitment by the City of Boston. 

Character of the Library
Chinatown residents envision the character of the library facility as re! ective 

of its community, without appearing as an architectural pastiche of Asian 

elements. The facility should be a showcase of the history and culture of the 

neighborhood, paying homage to the many immigrants who have passed 

through the area.  The library should be a welcoming place for the immigrant 

population, providing bilingual sta"  (Cantonese / Mandarin and English) as well 

as materials.  Within a busy, dense, noisy neighborhood, the Chinatown library 

should be an oasis of calm. 

Other qualities that are valued by the community include:

• Lots of natural light 

• A feeling of openness within the building so that multiple generations can 

see each other and feel part of the larger community

• A sense of safety  

• A sense of community, functioning as a local hangout

• Central location in the community

Community Meetings 
& Focus Group Input
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Library Services
The services provided in a Chinatown branch library are seen as an important 

resource and re� ect the needs of the community.  The immigrant population 

requires access to social services, government programs, English as a Second 

Language classes and conversation groups, adult education opportunities, 

and the comfort of having access to news and materials in Chinese.  After-

school homework help may not be available from non-English speaking family 

members.  Crowded housing situations create a need for study space.  Limited 

availability of computer or internet access within the home also creates a need 

for technology support by the library. 

Desired services include:

• Computers and internet access for personal devices. 

• Multigenerational activity – space for “family living,” grandparents and 

parents with kids, intergenerational conversation; see other ages nearby.  

Opportunities for elders to share oral tradition and stories. 

• Instructional opportunities for adults and youth; free tutoring. 

• Homework help. SAT and college prep. 

• Bilingual classes and conversation groups – free and open to all, without 

prior scheduling.  ESL classes; opportunity to study/learn English and Chi-

nese languages.  

• Computer Lab / Technology Center – Bilingual!  Creative media opportuni-

ties. Sta"  must be up-to-speed on up-to-date technology. 

• Fabrication lab with 3D printing capability, virtual reality, robotics. 

• Tech Boot camp, with TA support for tech entrepreneurs. 

• Entrepreneurship resources for local businesses. 

• Services Clearinghouse – access to social service agencies, social worker, 

counseling – help navigating governmental agency procedures, # lling-out 

documents, tax preparation, immigration issues, Medicare/health insurance, 

welfare, etc. Clearinghouse for other services and agencies.  

Community Meetings 
& Focus Group Input

4
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Comments on Library Services by Speci� c Interest Groups:
In addition to the general comments provided above, which were compiled 

from an overall survey of comments, several of the focus groups represented 

speci� c interest groups.  Seniors, young adults, and parents with young children 

all have particular needs, which are explained below.

Seniors:  Older residents of Chinatown, many of whom are immigrants, have 

clear interests.  They noted that many residents of the area are low-income 

without English language skills.  The importance of free access to social services 

and ESL classes is particularly important to them to improve their lives and learn 

about American culture. Seniors see Chinese language materials, such as books, 

periodicals, newspapers, music and movies as vital.  A distinct library area for 

these materials would provide ease of access. Since many in the community do 

not have access to computers or internet at home, the library is also seen as a 

resource for this technology.  While many appreciate the plentiful services and 

facilities available at the Central Library, the distance is an impediment for some 

in this group.  Seniors are interested in a place to bring younger family mem-

bers for story hours, study time, computer use, or conversational practice. Sep-

arate but visible spaces for teens and children would preserve the multi-gener-

ational feel of community while providing some acoustic separation.  Morning 

hours would be preferred by this group.

Teens:   Teenagers are in Chinatown after school for many programs and activ-

ities.  They regard a local library as a valuable resource not only as a place to go 

between activities but as a place to study, work in groups, play video games, 

and do college preparation.  Some of these activities now occur in local tea 

shops, but the young adults would prefer a ‘better learning environment.’ Most 

of the participants in the focus group do use their school libraries but com-

ment that afterschool hours are limited, as are resources.  The Central Library 

is now used by many of this very educationally-motivated group but all said 

they would use a Chinatown branch instead.  Afternoon and evening hours are 

important to this group for studying, as their in-home environments are some-

times too cramped, noisy, or without access to computer resources.  Facilities 

that would be of interest to young adults include an interactive media work-

shop, video game space, music practice rooms, a fabrication lab, and perhaps a 

garden or outdoor space.  Many teens also go to the library to translate for older 

family members who may not understand English. 

Community Meetings 
& Focus Group Input
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Comments on Library Services by Speci� c Interest Groups

Parents of Young Children:  Participants from this group reported that they 

make use of the Central Library and West End branch.  These branches both 

o� er programs speci� cally tailored to young children such as the Friday sing-

along, Saturday concerts and programs, arts and crafts, movies, and Lego 

Club.  Children are introduced to library procedures through the Josiah Quincy 

Elementary School library, although the Upper School does not have a school 

library.  Parents present at the focus group noted that families need a place to 

go together with their kids, especially after other places close in the evening.  In 

addition to providing activities for children, the library would be an important 

place to meet other parents, with adult reading space that provides a good 

view of the children’s activities.  As with other community members, this focus 

group expressed an interest in adult learning classes, literacy training, ESL pro-

grams, as well as the need for an ample Chinese collection. 

Non-English-speaking parents are particularly concerned that their children 

have support with homework assistance, literacy, tutoring, college applications 

and exam prep that they cannot provide themselves.  Meanwhile, there is an 

emphasis on the library as a setting where the Asian cultural heritage can be 

shared between generations through: English/Chinese conversations between 

generations, Chinese language literature and media, and English language 

materials on Asian history, literature, or culture. Computer resources and skills 

classes are important.  Access to creative media and technology as well as some 

acoustically isolated spaces for noisy activities such as music would be appre-

ciated.  Finally, although there are some afterschool programs in the neighbor-

hood, middle school age students need a safe place to go to do homework, 

since many parents are working during after-school hours. 

Collection
The collection should include both digital media and books.  A browsing library 

is important to this group and would include new releases, movies, music, and 

materials in both English and Chinese for all age groups.   Because of the inter-

est of Asian immigrants in passing along cultural traditions, an ample collection 

of materials in English about Asian history, culture, and literature would be 

appreciated.   In addition, library patrons in our focus groups were appreciative 

of the ability to obtain museum passes, e-books, and streaming media through 

the library. 

Community Meetings 
& Focus Group Input

4
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Facilities
The library envisioned by Chinatown community members is a multigenera-

tional community and cultural center with the following important facilities:

• Community meeting and conference space for group meetings, programs, 

classes, tutoring, and cultural events. This space should be available for use 

by local organizations

• Indoor seating areas to allow users to gather organically, hang out, and 

socialize.  This function is similar to the types of gatherings that occur at the 

Chinatown Gateway Park and in various co� ee and tea shops in the area 

• Collaborative or creative workspace

• Exhibit space for revolving cultural exhibits, including art, local history, 

music, movies 

• Quiet study space 

• Computer lab with bilingual software capability

• Separate spaces for children, teens and adults that retain a visual connec-

tion with each other

Some elements that were identi� ed as desirable but not vital were:

• Outdoor space, courtyard, or garden, not directly accessible from the street

• Café space or a tea room

• Music practice rooms

Hours of Operation
A Chinatown library is expected to serve the diverse needs of the local popula-

tion.  Residents valued afternoon and evening hours to accommodate students 

as well as workers.  Seniors were most interested in morning hours.  Weekend 

opening hours would provide for families and visitors to Chinatown who come 

for shopping at the Asian groceries, dim sum, and cultural activities.  For this 

group, the library is seen as an integral part of staying in touch with their cultur-

al heritage.

Community Meetings 
& Focus Group Input

4
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By meeting directly with members of the community, the study team was 

able to understand the context of the need as described above.  Boston Public 

Library sought broader input from library users through an online survey hosted 

on the www.bpl.org website.  Available in both Chinese and English, the survey 

was also provided in paper copy format for those members of the community 

who might not have access to the internet.  In total, approximately 350 surveys 

were returned to the library.  (A copy of the survey and detailed analysis of data 

provided are included in the Appendix.)  The survey provided a more focused 

look at speci� c services and facilities proposed for the Chinatown branch. 

Library Activities (Question 3):
The survey results generally supported the input received in the community 

meetings and focus groups. The most desired activities included:

• Read and study (67%)

• Pick up books ordered from the BPL System (65.1%)

• Attend library programs or classes (51%)

• Attend community meetings (47.4%)

• Use computers (44.9%)

• See an exhibit (44.2%)

When analyzed by age of respondent, younger library users (under 18) were 

most interested in the library as a place to read and study, use computers and 

get homework help.  This is consistent with the family situation described in 

multiple conversations in which older family members who may not speak 

English are unable to assist their children or grandchildren with homework.  

Afterschool programs do provide homework assistance but older students, who 

may not be enrolled in these programs, may need a dedicated place for home-

work and computer use. 

Online Sur vey Results
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Types of Materials (Question 7):
Up-to-date book releases, movies and other media, children’s books, and 

newspapers/magazines were the most frequently cited materials desired in 

the library collection.  The type of materials depended largely on the age of the 

library user.  Parents of young children (18-35 age groups) were most interested 

in the children’s book collection. Seniors were very interested in the periodicals 

as well as recent releases.  Students (under 18) sought literacy and exam prep 

materials.

Online Sur vey Results
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Hours and Day of Library Use (Questions 4 & 5):
Weekday afternoon (2-6 PM) library hours are important to all ages of users.  

Older adults (51-65) and seniors (over 65) are most interested in morning library 

use, while working age users (18-50) are more interested in evening library 

hours.  Although weekend use is attractive to all, more respondents indicated 

that Saturday would be preferable to Sunday.  (Teens di! ered in this; evidently 

Sunday is preferred as a homework day.)

Preferred Language  
(Question 6):
While over 80% of survey respondents want a Chinatown branch to provide 

English-language materials, 62% also hoped to have Chinese-language mate-

rials.  Chinese language materials were particularly important to elders:  78% of 

the respondents over age 66 requested Chinese language materials, as com-

pared to 48% requesting English. 

Preferred Days of Library Use 

Weekday Saturday Sunday
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Online Sur vey Results

Services (Question 9):
An assortment of services within the library are important to potential users.  

These included:

• Adult education classes (66.9%)

• Computer use instruction (65%)

• Literacy materials (62.4%)

• Government & social services assistance (60.8%)

• Homework assistance (55.6%)

Adult education opportunities were important to all respondents. Interesting-

ly, these were cited as signi� cantly more important to users from outside the 

service area.  The survey did not o� er respondents the opportunity to record 

reasons for a speci� c question.  We might surmise, however, that out-of-area 

Chinese speakers or immigrants might see a Chinatown branch library as an 

opportunity to provide literacy or English language classes that are lacking in 

their communities.  Younger users (under 18) felt that computer use instruction, 

homework help, and college placement advice were most important.  While 

access to government and social services was important to all respondents over 

age 18, this was extremely important to seniors.  

The bar chart below illustrates the overall distribution of answers. 
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If the success of other Chinatown branch libraries across the United States is an 

indication, a new Chinatown branch in Boston will be extremely popular and 

heavily used.  MDS looked at examples of similar libraries to determine what 

lessons might be learned about what types of services and facilities have been 

successful.  Highlights of our � ndings are as follows:

Philadelphia Independence Branch Library:
Located near Independence Hall in Philadelphia, this branch serves diverse 

neighborhoods including Society Hill, Old City, Chinatown, Washington Square 

West, and Queen Village as well as many commuters who stop by the library 

during the lunch hour.  Opened in 2001, the 8,520 square foot branch is the 

third busiest in the Philadelphia system.   The library provides a small communi-

ty room (768 SF).  Signage and sta!  are bilingual.  English conversational hours 

are regularly held. 

Brooklyn Sunset Park Branch Library: 
This 12,200 square foot branch is one of the 10 busiest of the 60 Brooklyn Public 

Library branches.  Currently being rebuilt as part of an a! ordable housing 

complex (expanding to 21,200 SF) the library o! ers ESL Language conversation 

groups, afterschool homework help, U.S. citizenship exam preparation, and 

resume and career help. 

Chicago Public Library, Chinatown Branch:
Opened in 2015, this 16,370 square foot two-story branch serves as a civic, edu-

cational, and social hub for the Chinatown neighborhood.  Designed with Feng 

shui principles, it provides quiet study rooms, a Teen area with video games, 

large community room that can be subdivided, a separate Children’s area, Citi-

zenship Corner, and assistance for homework and computer use.  

Seattle International District / Chinatown Branch Library: 
This branch, located within a development complex that includes 57 units of 

a! ordable housing, a community center, retail space and underground parking, 

o! ers collections of Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese materials, in ad-

dition to its English language material.  Separate children’s and teen’s areas and 

a tutoring / study room facilitate studying.   Bilingual sta!  is available to answer 

questions.  

Case Studies
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Chinatown Branch Library, San Francisco:
In addition to the full range of subjects found in any large branch library, San 

Francisco’s Chinatown branch o� ers the largest public collection in Northern 

California of Chinese language materials and English books on Asian interest 

topics, as well as a sizable Vietnamese collection. Its collection now includes 

more than 90,000 items, including an extensive � le documenting Chinatown’s 

history.  The Children’s collection contains more than 25,000 English and Chinese 

items; its storytelling room hosts regular story and craft programs and special 

visits from neighborhood school and daycare classes.  Community events are 

held in the community room and roof garden.  The computer lab provides over 

a dozen computers with software in English and Chinese.  Sta�  members are 

bilingual.    

Asian Branch, Oakland Public Library
This branch of the Oakland Public Library is considered unique in the U.S. as it 

houses eight Asian language collections (Chinese, Japanese, Korean, and Viet-

namese, Khmer, Lao, Tagalog, and Thai).  In addition, it has an Asian Interest col-

lection in English that focuses speci� cally on Asian heritage, culture, and history, 

Asian-American Experience collection and Asian immigrant history. The branch 

provides internet access, computers with multilingual interface, and computer 

and technology classes in Cantonese and Mandarin. 

The creation of the branch responded to community advocacy in the 1970’s, 

starting as a bookmobile and housed in several temporary locations until it 

received a permanent home in 1996.

‘More than a library, the Asian Branch can be thought of as 

the “living room” of Chinatown, a local gathering space where 

hundreds of seniors, youth, and families congregate each 

day to read their ethnic newspaper, participate in culturally 

relevant story-time, do homework together, learn about job 

opportunities/training, use the computer/internet, and build 

community. Through these captured stories, we hope to pres-

ent not only the library’s traditional functions, but as a place 

of vital cultural and social exchange that is critical to a diverse 

immigrant community” – Oakland Chinatown Oral History 

Project1 

1 City of Oakland. “Asian Branch at 40: An Oral History. http://

oaklandlibrary.org/exhibits/asian-branch-40-oral-history 

(accessed 10/2/2017). 

Case Studies
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The Boston Public Library seeks to provide appropriate facilities and services to 

the Chinatown service area.  BPL wishes to avoid duplication of services or facil-

ities already available in the area.  Based upon the multiple community requests 

for both meeting space and social services, MDS surveyed the availability of 

these elements within the Chinatown area.  Lists were compiled of 27 local or-

ganizations that o� er social services of various kinds to the local community as 

well as 7 organizations that provide meeting spaces.  We did not include private 

family associations, whose services and facilities are open only to members. The 

list is included in its entirety in the Appendix.  While this may not be an exhaus-

tive list, we feel that several conclusions can be drawn:

Social Services  
There is a wide range of social services available in the Chinatown area.  These 

include children’s programs such as daycare, afterschool programs and sum-

mer camps, adult education, ESOL classes, job counseling, immigration help, 

and housing assistance.  In addition, the Chinatown area o� ers recreational 

programs, Chinese cultural organizations, martial arts programs, and Chinese 

language and literacy programs.  

As many of these services are mentioned repeatedly by attendees at the com-

munity and focus group meetings, there is clear interest in having the library 

o� er access to some of these programs.  The library can do both by o� ering 

information about available community resources to library users as well as 

hosting representatives from some of these agencies within the library itself on 

a rotating basis.  A “Services Clearinghouse” desk or small meeting room would 

be adequate to provide this service; a digital kiosk might also serve to provide 

referral information even when sta!  ng is unavailable. 

Available Community Resources 

4
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Community Meeting Space
Meeting space is constrained in the area.  Although some older, well-estab-

lished organizations have buildings with meeting rooms, most Chinatown 

non-pro� t organizations do not have their own meeting space and must seek 

outside resources, especially for large meetings.  Organizations that o� er meet-

ing space often require a rental fee or membership in an organization, which 

some community members feel is onerous, particularly for non-pro� ts and 

newer groups.  Meeting room availability at times that participants can meet, 

or for repeated gatherings, often cannot be scheduled at existing Chinatown 

community resources.  

Small or medium-sized meeting rooms are available for a fee from Boston 

Chinatown Neighborhood Center (BCNC) and Asian Community Development 

Corporation (ACDC). The East Boston Savings Bank provides an 8-10 person 

conference room free to community members. Members of the Chinese Con-

solidated Benevolent Association can use the auditorium in its building at 89 

Tyler Street. For large meetings, the Quincy School and Tufts University Boston 

Campus have facilities that can accommodate several hundred people.  Tufts 

University o� ers its larger meeting rooms to Chinatown community groups for 

free, but only three times a year.  

Community Priorities and Preferences
The community input during the study identi� ed an ambitious vision for the 

Chinatown library that re! ected local needs and aspirations.  At this early point 

in the planning process, many members of the community felt that it was 

inappropriate to identify certain features as ‘less important’ than others due 

to concern that a future library facility plan might not fully accommodate the 
community’s needs.  All projects must have priorities, however.  The study team 

has provided our preliminary conclusions in the following section. 
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5

Chinatown residents are enthusiastic users of library services.  84% of the re-

spondents to the online survey reported having used the library—most often 

the Central Library in Copley Square—within the past year.  When asked what 

qualities they would like to have in a neighborhood branch, many said,  “Just 

like Copley, only smaller!”  While the community knows that it is impossible to 

duplicate the extensive facilities of the Central Library in a much smaller China-

town location, they identi� ed three primary goals, unique to the needs of this 

neighborhood, that should be addressed in any future facility:

• Re� ect and reinforce Chinatown culture (through language and content of 

the collection, as well as programs)

• Provide a multigenerational gathering place for local residents and regional 

visitors

• Provide appropriate services to support unique community needs

Re� ect and Reinforce Chinatown Culture
A Chinatown branch library will serve not only Chinatown but also a broader 

area comprised of Bay Village, Leather District, Downtown, and portions of the 

South End.  Nevertheless, it is impossible in 2017 to consider library services 

in this area without orienting them strongly toward the core population in 

Chinatown.   The demographic pro� le in 2015 indicated that Asians make up 

roughly 45% of the population of this service area.  Although this percentage 

seems to be slowly declining as other racial or ethnic groups settle in the area’s 

new housing, the Chinatown service area remains by far the most concentrated 

Asian population in the City of Boston1, with new Chinese immigrants continu-

ing to use Chinatown as their gateway to Boston and Massachusetts.

In addition, as noted previously, Boston’s Chinatown is considered the cultural 

hub for the region’s Asian population, a group that grew 46.9% from 2000-2010.   

Outside of Boston, nearly 300,000 Massachusetts residents are of Asian descent 

and many of the state’s highest Asian population centers are located within 

easy transit access of Chinatown.  Asian-American residents of communities 

such as Quincy, and Malden play active roles in Chinese organizations based in 

Chinatown and regularly attend events, classes, and social gatherings there.

Within this context, a branch library facility in this area should re� ect and help 

preserve Chinese language, culture, and identity. The neighborhood is under 

development pressures and rising costs of living that threaten this small com-

munity.  The traditional extent of its boundaries has shrunk and many residents 

hope to use the library facility to assert Chinatown’s identity before it is lost.  

Librar y Ser vices Recommendations 

1 Boston Planning and Development 
Agency, “Boston in Context: Neighbor-
hoods, 2011-2015 American Com-
munity Survey, January 2017, Race & 
Ethnicity table, page 7. 

Areas of Boston with the highest con-
centration of Asian population include: 
• Downtown (including Chinatown) 30.7%
• Fenway: 18.7%
• West End: 18.7%
• Allston: 16.8%

• Mission Hill: 16.6%

• South End: 16.4%
• Brighton: 15.3%
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Re� ect and Strengthen Chinese Culture

While the Boston Public Library’s mission is to welcome all users and to cele-

brate the diversity of Boston’s people, it must also respond to the needs of the 

neighborhood.  The library can re� ect and support the Chinese culture of the 

Chinatown community in a variety of ways.

Language:  
Sta! :  

In addition to English, library patrons may speak either Cantonese or Mandarin, 

the two most commonly-spoken Chinese languages. Sta!  will need to be � uent 

in one or both. 

Building signage:  

Building signs should be in both English and Chinese to assist way-" nding. 

Collection: 

The BPL will build a signi" cant Chinese language collection that will be based 

in this branch and will be available to the entire city.1  A good Chinese language 

browsing collection that includes audio visual materials will be important for 

both regional visitors and local residents. Although we expect that the bulk of 

this material will be in an adult collection, young adults and children should 

also have Chinese language materials available, as sharing this material is part 

of an important intergenerational connection and educational opportunity.  

An ample supply of Chinese language magazines and newspapers is highly 

desirable for older Chinatown residents.  For ease of identi" cation, community 

members have requested that this adult material be located in a distinct section 

of the library.  

Computer Resources:  Chinese language programs and keyboards will be need-

ed.

Programming
The library should be able to accommodate presentations of Chinese culture 

such as music, readings by Chinese authors, and art exhibits.   Management 

of these events and exhibits will require active participation by community 

members to determine how these events are booked, who is responsible, etc.  

Exhibit space will need to be in a public area with visual supervision by library 

sta!  for security reasons.  Community meeting space will need to be sized and 

" t out to accommodate the types of events that could be planned. 

1         The size of the Chinese language collection in the Chinatown branch will need to be deter-
mined by BPL librarians.  

5
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Re� ect and Reinforce Chinatown Culture

Special Collections
‘About China’ collection:  

English language materials about Chinese and Asian history, culture, literature, 

politics, economics, geology, environment, etc. would provide knowledge of 

the rich cultural heritage for Asian-Americans and would be an important way 

for cultural traditions to be passed to future generations.

Chinatown history information:  

History of the Chinatown area and Chinese immigration to New England might 

be an interesting addition to the library’s materials and exhibits.  Information of 

this type has been collected by the Chinese Historical Society of New England, 

although it is our understanding that much of it has not been catalogued.  

Balancing the Library’s goal of public access to materials against an archival goal 

of preservation will need to be considered as the BPL develops its plans for this 

branch. 

5
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Provide a Multigenerational Gathering Place 

Community members feel that one of the most important functions of a 

Chinatown branch library is as a community gathering space.  As previously 

noted, free and publicly available places to meet in Chinatown are quite limited. 

The resident community feels a lack of space for both informal gatherings and 

formal meetings of all sizes.   In addition, visitors from the regional Asian com-

munity are expected to create additional demand for spaces to attend cultural 

events, use library resources, and socialize.   Finally, as indicated in the next 

section, there is great community interest in the use of the library for education-

al programs of various kinds, which will place demands upon meeting space 

within the building.  

We recommend that the library provide the following types of spaces at a min-

imum: 

• Informal hang-out space: We recommend that the library provide ade-

quate informal seating to accommodate groups of residents who wish 

to congregate for conversation, to stay abreast of news in the Chinese 

press, play mahjong, and feel part of the community. In good weather, this 

activity often happens in the Chinatown Gateway Park but must retreat to 

various co! ee shops and tea rooms once inclement weather sets in.  

The ability to get a snack or hot drink in the library has been mentioned by 

many participants as a desirable feature and re" ects the popularity of the 

café area in the lobby of the Central Library.  This type of area could be part 

of an informal seating space near the entry.   Nevertheless, management 

of a food service operation, as well as sanitary issues connected with the 

presence of food in the library, may provide challenges from the library’s 

point of view. 

• Multipurpose meeting/conference space for large gatherings: A commu-

nity meeting space for 100 - 150 persons would be well-used. A space that 

could be variously subdivided into two sections would maximize useful-

ness.  Library planners might consider whether it could be opened up to 

the general library space by means of large folding or overhead doors so 

that it could accommodate larger events. 

• Small Conference rooms: Two or more smaller conference rooms (8-12 

people, 20 people) would provide space for smaller library programs such 

as conversation circles, and adult education classes, and could be reserved 

by community nonpro$ t organizations.  

5
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Multigenerational Gathering Place

• Small group study rooms:  A number of these rooms would accom-

modate counseling sessions, student study groups, and ESL conversa-

tions. 

• Outdoor Space:  Another aspect of informal community space that has 

been mentioned is a protected outdoor space or courtyard for library 

patrons.  This would be a wonderful amenity for a community that feels 

outdoor space is at a premium.  In the event of limitations of space or 

funding, however, priority should be given to indoor meeting space. 

Hours for Community Meeting Space Use: Input at our community 

meetings indicate that there might be a greater demand for meeting space by 

community groups than can be accommodated during standard branch oper-

ating hours.  Typically, meeting spaces in branch libraries serve library programs 

as well as community meetings, with library programs taking precedence. We 

expect that meeting rooms will be fully booked when the library is open and 

that there will be pressure to maximize evening hours to accommodate this de-

mand.  For security and maintenance reasons, the BPL does not allow use of the 

meeting rooms when the branch is closed.  For this reason, as well as the needs 

of students and service workers who value later hours, we recommend that the 

library prioritize evening library opening hours. 

5
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Provide Services to Support Community Needs
Chinatown community members regard access to resources and services as 

one of the most important functions for a library in their neighborhood.  The 

types of services that are needed in this community fall into four categories:

• Social services

• Educational programs 

• Youth and Family programs

• Technology Resources 

Social services
The population of Chinatown includes groups such as immigrants, non-English 

speakers, low-income families, and seniors.  These groups are often users of 

social services.  There are numerous agencies in the Chinatown area that pro-

vide these services (see the Appendix) but providing information about access 

to these services in the local area will be an important function for library sta!  

in this branch.  The library should function as a clearinghouse for information 

about social services such as: 

• housing

• tax preparation 

• immigration & citizenship issues 

• Medicare/health insurance,

• welfare

• nutrition services

• child care / afterschool programs 

• employment services/ job training

• elder services 

There was clear interest from the participants in the community meetings in 

having the library also o! er access to some of these social service programs.  

The BPL system does address some of these issues as part of its regular pro-

gramming. The Central Library in Copley Square o! ers regular programs ranging 

from resume writing and computer literacy to information on Social Security 

bene" ts.   These types of programs would be much appreciated in Chinatown.  

5
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Provide Services to Support Community Needs

We recommend that the branch supplement regular programming with a 

service desk, digital kiosk, or small meeting room within the library where rep-

resentatives from some of these social service agencies can meet with commu-

nity members to answer questions or make referrals.  Among the current BPL 

programs that should be included in Chinatown are the following:  

• Immigrant Advancement Corners that o� er information about citizen-

ship and immigrant issues. Some branches o� er information sessions 

and workshops conducted by U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Ser-

vices sta� .  This type of service would be appropriate for the China-

town community.

• Boston Public Library branches provide tax forms to the public. Al-

though the Library does not o� er tax preparation services, it does host 

AARP volunteers to assist elders in tax preparation at several libraries.  

This is a service that could be considered for this branch, as it will serve 

a community with  a large group of seniors. 

• Boston Department of Neighborhood Services representatives provide 

information about programs o� ered by the city such as afterschool 

programs, summer employment, literacy programs, elder and immigra-

tion services.  Providing a central location for this regular outreach in 

Chinatown would be a bene� t. 

Educational Programs
Educational opportunities are extremely highly valued by the Chinatown com-

munity both for adult learners and youth.  Services that have been requested 

include:

• Homework help and tutoring

• SAT and college prep 

• ESOL & Chinese classes

• English / Chinese conversation opportunities

• Computer literacy

• Citizenship classes

Many of these services are available at branch libraries in the BPL system and 

could be a model for the types of services needed in Chinatown. 

5
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Provide Services to Support Community Needs

English Language Learning Opportunities:

 ESOL classes and conversational groups for English language learners are typ-

ically o� ered in branches where there are substantial numbers of foreign-born 

residents.  Such classes would be vitally important in a community of new immi-

grants like Chinatown.  At the same time, many younger Asian-Americans enroll 

in Chinese classes and we think that there could be an interest in Chinese-born 

elders volunteering to mentor the younger generation in Chinese language 

skills and to participate in intergenerational conversational groups. BPL’s online 

foreign language learning resources could also be a resource for computer us-

ers, although there are still many households without internet access and many 

participants in our community meetings were unaware of them.

Homework Help:

Homework help and mentoring are important services that are valued by par-

ents and young people alike in the Chinatown community, as some students 

may not be able to obtain this help at home from working parents or non-En-

glish-speaking family members. Afterschool programs do provide homework 

help for some younger students but older students need this support as well, 

particularly on Josiah Quincy Upper School’s early release days (Wednesdays).   

Many branches in the BPL system o� er homework help on weekday afternoons 

(Monday through Thursday). We recommend that afternoon and evening hours 

for this service may need to be extended in Chinatown.  

Test Preparation: 

BPL o� ers online test preparation for MCAS, college entrance exams, and GED 

or HiSet Preparedness exams (high school equivalency), although members of 

the Teen focus group were largely unaware of these services.  The Library system 

may need to explore better ways to connect high school students with these 

types of existing programs, including o� ering sessions on college prep resourc-

es.  College application essay workshops were another area where teens sought 

help.  

Computer Literacy:

Classes in computer use, ranging from software, internet use and social media 

to a drop-in tech lab to answer speci� c questions are appropriate for the com-

munity, whose digital skills may range widely.  

5
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Provide Services to Support Community Needs

Youth and Family Programs
• In addition to the education-oriented programs for teens noted above, 

teens and young adults need the type of informal hang-out space that older 

adults seek in the library.  This area should be separate from adult seating 

and adequately acoustically separated from quiet study space. 

• Parents of young children who attended community meetings are enthu-

siastic participants in the children’s programs held at the Central Library.  

Storytime, sing-along sessions, and toddler play times were popular events 

that were mentioned.  Other branches o� er family storytime, baby lapsit, 

preschool movies, crafts, and other programs.  We expect that similar pro-

grams would be appreciated in Chinatown as well.  In Chinatown, weekday 

mornings are likely to see young children accompanied by older adults and 

space to accommodate both the seniors and children must be in proximity.  

Children’s programs may also include the opportunity to do craft projects

Technology Resources
• Computers and free internet access are an indispensable resource in mod-

ern libraries.  This is particularly true in Chinatown, where residents may not 

own these devices or have internet access at home.  The Chinatown branch 

will need to provide an ample number of computers, a portion of which 

will need to be equipped with Chinese language programs and appropriate 

keyboard technology.  Computer access should be supported by programs 

such as drop-in tech support and computer literacy classes, as now occur in 

other branch libraries.  As a Chinatown branch will be an important resource 

for study and homework for both young and adult learners, it is expected 

that computer demand will be high.  In addition, there is interest by Teens in 

digital media creation as well as media gaming. Facilities for this age group 

will need to incorporate this relevant technology. 

• Creative technology labs (Fab Lab, makerspace labs) are an innovation in a 

few recent libraries.  As these rooms require dedicated space and trained 

sta� , BPL is developing access to this type of facility for branches.  Commu-

nity members have expressed a desire to have access to such innovative 

facilities, including 3D printing and robotics. 

• Boston Public Library’s Kirstein Business Library and Innovation Center in 

Copley Square, o� ers resources to job-seekers, entrepreneurs, nonpro! ts, 

and innovators with a robust slate of programs.  Extending some of these 

program o� erings to a Chinatown branch could be a consideration as plan-

ning goes forward on the branch.

5
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Other concerns
• A Sense of Security: The Chinatown area has changed dramatically in the 

last decade, with real estate and institutional development bringing a 

diverse group of new residents and visitors to the area.  There remains, 

however, a population of homeless individuals in the area who are drawn 

to the spaces and resources of the public library.  Chinatown residents 

have expressed concern about personal safety in relation to shelters in the 

neighborhood.  

The Boston Public Library is free, open to all, and committed to providing 

all patrons the assistance they need.  As the unique needs of the homeless 

require particular outreach, BPL, in association with Boston’s Department of 

Neighborhood Development and the Pine Street Inn, announced in Octo-

ber 2017 the hire of an outreach manager who will work as part of a team 

providing assessment and crisis management to individuals in need.  He 

will work both at the Central Library as well as at library locations in the City 

where there is the most demand. 

• Hours of Operation should be tailored to community needs.  Afternoon 

and evening hours will be heavily used by students, parents, and daytime 

workers. Wednesday, which is Josiah Quincy Upper School early release 

day, would be particularly heavily attended by local students.   Library use 

by restaurant workers, whose day o�  is on Monday, would be important. 

Evening hours would be highly popular for community use of public 

meeting rooms provided by the library.  Seniors are more likely to prefer 

morning hours, when they may congregate in the library, accompanied 

by grandchildren.  As Chinatown is a frequent destination of the region’s 

Asian population as part of weekly trips to language classes, groceries, and 

events, weekend hours are important, particularly on Saturday.  Determina-

tion of hours of operation will need to balance sta�  ng and budget realities 

with community needs. 
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An architectural space program seeks to establish appropriate size requirements 

for the many functions of a building.  The development of a detailed architec-

tural program goes beyond the scope of this study, whose purpose is to outline 

the services needed in a permanent Chinatown branch.  Nevertheless, for 

purposes of planning and assessment of potential sites, a general range of sizes 

needs to be developed.  To achieve a reasonable baseline size that corresponds 

to the community’s needs, we have looked at three di� erent factors:

• Branch library size within the BPL system

• Branch library standard space guidelines for speci� c components such 

as seating and computers

• Comparable branch libraries’ speci� c program areas such as meeting 

space, sta�  space requirements, adult/teen/children’s sections.  

Branch Facility Size
Branch library facilities in the BPL system range greatly in size, but can generally 

be categorized as follows:  

• Small: Less than 10,000 GSF1 (Range 6,300 – 9,700 GSF; average 8,133 

GSF)

• Medium: 10,000 – 20,000 GSF (Range 10,200 – 15,000 GSF; average 

12,000 GSF)

• Large: Over 20,000 GSF (Range 20,000 – 24,200 GSF; average 21,825 

GSF) 

Older branches are generally in the smaller range; new branches in outer neigh-

borhoods of the city are larger.  Branch size is directly tied to the service area 

population, distance from other nearby branches, and density of area develop-

ment. A Chinatown branch library could be expected to be in the medium size 

range based upon:

• proximity to other branch libraries as well as the Central Library, (under 

one mile2  from the Central Library, West End, North End, and South End 

branch libraries)

• its service area of roughly 15,000 people

• the density of local development and scarcity of available real estate

1 GSF = Gross Square Feet

2 Measured in a straight line from the Chinatown Gate

Proposed Space Program Concepts
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Hyde Park Branch    (24,200 GSF)

South Boston Branch    (10,700 GSF)

Small - Medium - Large 
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East Boston Branch     (15,000 GSF)/

ast Boston Branch(15,000 

GSF)

Jamaica Plain Branch    (12,500 GSF)

Jamaica Plain 
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Comparable projects in medium-size 

category

Roslindale Branch   (13,900 GSF)

Roslindale Branch

(13,900 GSF)

12,500 SF) 15,000 SF) 13,900 SF

70-80

12,500 15,000

NUSF 9,600 12,500 NSF

1 

Adam Street Branch

15,000 GSF
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Recent branch library projects that might be of comparable size to Chinatown’s 

branch include Jamaica Plain (12,500 SF) and East Boston (15,000 SF).  Roslin-

dale (13,900 SF) is similar in size and now in design. These gross areas represent 

approximate total building area for these facilities, including exterior and interior 

walls, structural and mechanical elements, corridors, stairs, and all program spac-

es.  The net usable program area for library programs is generally approximately 

70-80% of the gross building area.  Thus, for a medium-sized facility of 12,500 

– 15,000 gross square feet, a net usable area (NUSF) of approximately 9,600 – 

12,500 NSF would be achieved 1. Considering the type of community resource 

desired by the Chinatown community, the higher end of this range would be 

preferred. 

1 The net area includes mechanical, electrical, IT, toilet rooms, and other building 
services as well as library program areas.

6

Jamaica Plain Branch    (12,500 GSF)

Jamaica Plain 

Branch(12,500GSF)

East Boston Branch     (15,000 GSF)

East Boston Branch(15,000 

GSF)

Comparable projects in medium-size 

category

NOTES: 

Area SF shown above have been provided by Boston Public Library sta!  and represent 

approximate gross square feet of each branch.

1.   Adams Street Branch recent programming study indicates a planned expansion to 

12,250 NSF (15,000 GSF)

BPL BRANCH LIBRARY FACILITY DATA

Stand-alone vs Mixed Use Facility
While many of the branches in 

the BPL system are stand-alone 

buildings, there may be some 

advantages in taking advantage of 

shared spaces of mixed use devel-

opments, in which meeting rooms, 

program rooms, or exhibition space 

could reduce the overall need for 
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Branch Library Metrics
The Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners (MBLC) provides some 

guidelines for library patron seating and public computers based upon the 

population of the service area.  These guidelines may be useful in establishing 

a baseline for these facilities in a Chinatown branch.  As they represent recom-

mended practices at a speci� c point in time, they can provide a basis for further 

discussion rather than a hard requirement in the context of evolving library 

facilities and services. 

The service area population in 2015 was 14,844.  This population represented 

growth of 4.7% since 2010. Since a branch library might not open for 3-5 years, 

given evolving development guidelines for this area of the center of Boston, it 

seems reasonable to assume that a population growth rate of between 0 and 

4.7% will apply.  This growth could bring the local population to approximate-

ly 15,500 in 2020.  Recent years have witnessed an in� ux of higher-income 

residents in the library’s service area.  In addition, there is an undetermined 

demand for the special resources of a Chinatown Branch Library from users 

residing outside the service area.  For purposes of this study, we are assuming 

that this demand can be addressed by the resources of the Central Library and 

BPL system as a whole. 

Finally, as higher income-earning residents tend to use libraries di� erently --or 

possibly less frequently-- than others, the continuation of this trend might a� ect 

the service programs o� ered over time in a branch in this area.

Seating   MBLC standards of general patron seating in libraries are based upon 

a pro-rated scale of seats per 1000 people.1  For 10,000 people, a rate of 7 

seats/1,000 applies; for 25,000 people, a rate of 4.5 seats is used.  For a popu-

lation of 15,500, a proportional multiplier of 6.2 seats / 1000 provides approxi-

mately 96 patron seats.  Considering that the Chinatown community sees the 

branch library as an important gathering place for all ages, including patrons 

who may live outside the immediate service area, we suggest that 7 seats/1000 

may provide a better re� ection of expected library use by the community.  At 7 

seats/1000, a minimum of 109 seats would be required.  

Seating types should be varied.  They include individual carrels, work tables 

seating 4-6, casual lounge seating, and counters.  

1 Massachusetts Board of Library Commissioners. MPLCP Construction 2016: Plan-

ning Guidelines, http://guides.mblc.state.ma.us/c.php?g=242025&p=3224285 
(accessed 9/20/2017).
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Public computer facilities   The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction has 

developed library planning standards that are referenced by library systems 

across the U.S.1 Quantitative standards are based on levels of e� ort ranging from 

basic, moderate, enhanced, excellent.  Metrics for public-use internet com-

puters per 1000 population were developed in 2010 and in general seem low 

considering the increasing importance of digital resources and communication 

in today’s world.  The importance of publicly available computer facilities in the 

Chinatown community, whose members may not own this technology, increas-

es the need to provide an enhanced number of computers for community use. 

In addition, multi-lingual software and keyboards will be needed in this com-

munity, increasing the potential need. 

The WPL metric of 1.35 computers per 1000, produces a target of 21 computers 

for a service area population of 15,500.  We recommend that the Chinatown 

branch exceed this target and suggest   minimum of 28-30 public internet com-

puter resources, including desktop stations, laptops and tablets.  We note that 

some libraries have additional laptops available to be used within the library by 

cardholders.  The desire of community members for computer literacy classes 

may also prompt a need for a dedicated computer lab or group of computers 

for this purpose (an additional 10 computers).  This count does not include 

computers needed by sta� .

Wireless internet access should be provided throughout the library. 

Flexibility  Library services and facilities have been evolving rapidly over the last 

20 years.  The importance of a branch facility adapting to changing service pat-

terns has never been greater.  In the Chinatown service area as well, the neigh-

borhood is changing.  Although the community is determined to maintain the 

Chinese character of the neighborhood and the library, changing demograph-

ics may mean some evolution of collection and facilities in the long term.  In 

addition, the desire to use the library facility to host community events within a 

limited building area, as is likely to be available in potential development sites, 

will place a premium on the � exible use of space.  Many libraries now place 

their collections on wheeled shelving systems for easy relocation.  Large meet-

ing rooms with folding panels to subdivide space or, conversely, to open it up 

to the public area may allow enhanced use of library spaces.  

1      Public Library Development Team Wisconsin Public Library Standards, 5th Edition 
(Madison, Wisconsin: Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, 2010), page 40. 
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Required Program Areas
Program areas indicated in this section are based upon comparable branch 

libraries as well as upon the Chinatown community’s expressed priorities.  In 

general, we have reviewed relative proportions of spaces in each category in 

other libraries and general areas quoted below are in line with these.  We ex-

pect that a detailed space program will be developed in the next phase of the 

project in conjunction with speci� c collection recommendations. 

Entrance & Lobby   The building entrance should be highly visible to the com-

munity with multilingual signage to welcome the library’s diverse users.  The 

entrance area should feature a community bulletin board and/or digital display 

with notices both of library programs and services as well as community events. 

Self-serve check-out stations will supplement the service desk in this area.  Ac-

cess to a computer station with library catalog and resource information is also 

an appropriate component of this area. A book drop adjacent to the entrance 

will facilitate after hours returns. 

The service point at the entrance will combine both traditional library resourc-

es and circulation control functions with information about social service 

programs, immigrant advancement issues, and other patron assistance.  This 

service hub will require at least two sta�  workstations, printer, storage space.  

The lobby of the facility is a potential location for some displays of cultural ma-

terial, ranging from works by local artists or area students, pictures and artifacts 

illustrating Chinatown history, and other collections.  Proximity to the service 

point will provide oversight.  

Adult Section   The adult area of the library is expected to be a gathering place 

for the adults and elders of Chinatown, perusing newspapers and magazines, 

recent audiovisual o� erings, and perhaps overseeing the activities of other 

family members in the children’s area.  In addition to the general adult collec-

tion, it will be very important to have a well-developed Asian language sec-

tion with current Chinese periodicals and audio-visual materials and plenty of 

informal seating.   We recommend that a distinct section be created to house 

a collection of English language materials dedicated to providing information 

of the history, literature, politics, geography, economics, and � ne arts of China.  

As there is great interest from the community in creating a resource for inter-

generational communication of cultural values, this area could be a bridge to 

the teen or children’s sections of the library.  To accommodate these special 

collection areas, this section of the library may need to be slightly larger than in 

comparably sized branches. 

ADULT SECTION

ADULT COLLECTION

PERIODICALS

CHINESE / ASIAN LANGUAGE 

‘ABOUT CHINA’  MATERIALS

SERVICE POINT

REFERENCE

ADULT COMPUTERS

COMPUTER ROOM

ADULT SEATING AREA

3,400 NSF

6

ENTRANCE / LOBBY

VESTIBULE

LOBBY

SERVICE POINT

COMPUTER CATALOG STATION

IMMIGRATION ADVANCEMENT

1,000 NSF
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CHILDREN’S SECTION

CHILDREN’S COLLECTION

CHILDREN’S COMPUTERS

SEATING AREA

STORY HOUR / CRAFTS ROOM

FAMILY RESTROOM

SERVICE POINT

2,300 NSF

In addition to the adult collection, the reference section would be located 

in this zone.  Computer stations will be an important feature for adult library 

patrons.  Chinese language software and keyboards will be necessary on some 

of these workstations.  We recommend 15-20 computer stations in this area, 

potentially half of these in a separate area where computer instruction can be 

provided. 

Teen Section   As teens are expected to be active users of a Chinatown library, 

a variety of seating options is important to accommodate quiet study as well as 

informal gatherings.  Collaborative work areas and computer work stations will 

be important for homework and internet access.  As teens may seek homework 

help and college application and testing information, a service desk and tables 

should be provided where these activities can occur. 

It is assumed that much of the adult library will be used by this age groups but 

that the teen collection will also include items of interest to young adults.  

Children’s Section   This section needs to accommodate a wide range of 

ages, from toddlers to preteens, as well as parents and other caregivers.  As in 

other Children’s libraries in the BPL system, there should be discrete areas for 

children of di! ering ages, with a variety of seating types.  A sizable parking area 

for strollers will serve popular programs such as story hour.  Family restroom is 

important in this section. Computer workstations should be provided to serve 

both parents and younger users.  Sta!  access should be provided at a service 

point in this space. 

A separate Crafts / Story Hour room may be a useful addition to the program 

to allow both regular Story times and craft sessions without disturbing other 

patrons of the Children’s area.  If separate, it could be used as a meeting space 

when other spaces are reserved.  

6

TEEN SECTION

TEEN COLLECTION

TEEN COMPUTERS

TEEN SEATING AREA

SERVICE POINT

1,300 NSF
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Shared Public Spaces
• Meeting Rooms   As described in earlier sections, the Chinatown branch 

library is seen by the community as providing free access to meeting 

space of various kinds.  A multi-purpose community room should seat a 

minimum of 100 people.  To allow greater ! exibility, a centrally located 

community room could be provided with multiple doors (including 

overhead or sliding doors) to allow free ! ow of the general public when 

not scheduled for events or classes.  The ability to subdivide this room 

would also provide greater ! exibility. An ample adjacent storage room 

is needed for chair and table storage.  For smaller classes or community 

meetings, one or two conference rooms seating 8-12 people is a highly 

desirable feature.  Finally, several small study rooms accommodating 

4-6 persons would facilitate group study sessions of teen users as 

well as potential con" dential discussions with social service providers 

meeting clients.  Multipurpose and larger meeting rooms should be 

equipped with audio-visual equipment.  

• Cultural Display Exhibits The ability to share cultural experiences, 

particularly in an intergenerational setting, is important to the older 

generation in Chinatown. If space is limited, this type of display may be 

somewhat peripheral, but we recommend that a space allowance be 

made to accommodate rotating exhibits. 

• Shared Support Spaces    This category includes public restrooms, copy 

and print areas.  

Administration and Sta!  Spaces   In addition to the service desk at the front 

entrance, sta#  spaces will need to include a branch librarian o$  ce, sta#  work-

room, break room, and toilet. The break room should accommodate a small 

kitchenette for warming sta#  lunches, seating for 4-6 persons.  The sta#  work-

room contains book carts, a work table with task chairs, and counter space.  

Library storage will should also be provided in the sta#  area. 

Building Services Mechanical, electrical, tel/data, and water rooms are vital to 

the operation of a building.  In addition, custodial space, trash / recycling rooms, 

and building storage must be provided.

STAFF AREAS

LIBRARIAN’S OFFICE

STAFF WORKROOM

LIBRARY STORAGE

BREAK ROOM  & STAFF RESTROOM

1,100 NSF

6

BUILDING SERVICES

MECHANICAL ROOM

ELECTRICAL ROOM

TEL/DATA ROOM

GENERAL STORAGE

CUSTODIAN & STORAGE

1,400 NSF

SHARED PUBLIC SPACES

MULTIPURPOSE ROOM (100+)

CONFERENCE ROOM (8-12)

QUIET STUDY ROOMS (4)

CULTURAL DISPLAY 

COPIER & PRINTER

RESTROOMS

2,300 NSF
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6

PROGRAM SUMMARY

A summary of the space types described above indicates a roughly medi-

um-sized facility, comparable in size to the East Boston branch library.  

As noted previously, this program area probably represents the upper end of 

the achievable building size for the Chinatown development area.  

The net-to-gross factor assumes an e�  ciently laid out new construction, single 

� oor facility, with most internal circulation included in the net areas.  

Proposed Space Program Concepts
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The Adjacency Diagram below describes the recommended relationships 

among the major space program areas described above for the Chinatown 

Branch Library.  This should be viewed as a conceptual diagram of desired space 

relationships, circulation and service patterns – a preferred model for facility 

design to pursue in actual prospective sites.  Speci� c features and dimensional 

constraints of potential library sites and facilities will a� ect the precise layout 

and space relationships that can be implemented. 

Space Relationships 

6



      Chinatown branch Library services Study                            Miller Dyer Spears 134



 Miller Dyer Spears    Chinatown branch Library services Study 135 

Highlights of space relationships recommendations for the library, indicated in 

this diagram and frequently emphasized in meetings with community and BPL 

representatives, include: 

• The Main Library Services Desk should be immediately adjacent to the main 

entrance and lobby, with good oversight and visibility.  It is the core of the 

library, and should be adjacent or close to as many of the service areas as 

possible, with good sightlines. 

• Overall space layout organization should provide clear, straightforward 

access and circulation paths for patrons to all major public library func-

tion-areas. 

• The Services “Clearinghouse” or referral function should be included in or 

immediately adjacent to the Lobby and service desk areas, for ease of iden-

ti� cation and access.  This function is presumed not to be integrated in the 

service desk. 

• Community meeting space should be near and directly accessible from the 

main entrance/lobby area, with good oversight from the service point.  This 

should allow these meeting spaces to be available for all di� erent constitu-

encies using the library. 

• Adult, Teen and Children’s library areas should occupy distinct, separate 

spaces, but with visibility of each area from the others and from the general 

circulation.  Teen area should be acoustically separated, perhaps with glass 

partitions to allow visibility and oversight.  Children’s area may be open, 

semi-open, or acoustically separated from the adult – subject to speci� c 

facility design considerations and layout constraints. 

• Cultural/Historical Display should be prominently visible to visitors.

• Chinese Collection and China-related materials should occupy a prominent, 

easily-identi� able space, closely accessible from the entrance lobby and 

general circulation. 

Space Relationships
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• Outdoor Green Space, if provided, should be readily accessible from all 

library service areas, as the outdoor space provides additional patron-func-

tion and gathering opportunities.  Proximity and connection to the main 

lobby will facilitate good access.  Given the density of development and 

tightness of potentially available sites in Chinatown, it is unclear whether 

garden space will be able to be provided and, if so, whether most likely on 

the ground level or on a second-or-third-� oor deck.

• Facility service, custodial and storage facilities should be separate and se-

cure from general public access, but with easy connection to general library 

circulation. 

• Service entrance and vehicle loading area should provide easy, unimped-

ed access to facility service, custodial and storage facilities, and should be 

distinctly separate from main public access.  There should be a clear path to 

the workroom for daily collection activities.

If the library is located within a mixed-use development, several additional rela-

tionship and design criteria should be respected: 

• Ground � oor location within a building will allow a distinct identi� able 

presence to the public and its own entrance, separate from other building 

functions. 

• The library should be located on a single � oor, if possible, to accommodate 

� exibility in sta�  ng. 

• Acoustic separation of library facilities from other building activity programs 

and from the exterior is essential. 

• Building structural, MEP and other systems must be designed to support 

library functional and engineering requirements, heavy loading, � exible 

recon� guration of space-use, and time-of-use and systems control indepen-

dent of other building functions. 

• Service entrance and vehicle loading area for library use should be separate 

from other building service facilities or, if shared, must be under clear op-

erational provisions that allow unfettered library use at all times and unob-

structed access from the loading dock to the library. 

Space Relationships
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Guidelines for desirable architectural and interior qualities that the library design 

should attempt to achieve include: 

• Re� ect Chinese culture and represent the unique identity and history of 
Chinatown.  

• Present a distinct identi� able exterior image – visible, prominent, to serve as 
an attractive local community center and a “hub” and beacon for the larger 
region-wide community. 

• O� er an open, welcoming image to the outside – using substantial areas of 
glass on the entrance façade to make interior spaces and activities visible. 

• Provide abundant natural light for all patron and sta�  activity areas. 

• Provide universally accessible design in all areas, with easy circulation and 
maneuvering for all visitors, including those with strollers, wheelchairs and 
other assistive devices, and for those who are visually and hearing impaired. 

• Provide a sense of respite – a calm oasis in the busy dense neighborhood. 

• Reinforce a sense of safety for library patrons through well-designed sight-
lines, space relationships, open visibility, and good lighting. 

• Provide distinct de� nition of areas for di� erent age-groups – adults, teens, 
children – either with enclosing partitions or partial partitions and furniture, 
and with varied design character appropriate to each user group. 

• Have a sense of openness inside, allowing visibility among the separate 
spaces and use-areas – ability to see di� erent user groups and ages, to rein-
force a sense of community of all ages and groups and awareness of what is 
going on, and for good oversight by library sta� . 

• Provide multiple activity, gathering, hangout and work settings, of varied 
character, for varied group sizes, styles of use and preferred environments.  
Provide varied table-sizes, individual work-desks, casual lounge seating, and 
adaptable furniture settings to meet di� erent and changing needs.  

• Implement good acoustic design to support quiet study, reading, individ-
ual focused work and small-group work, undisturbed by activities in other 
library areas.  Acoustics in large meeting spaces should be appropriate for 
spoken, musical and other performances, presentations and discussions. 

• Provide digital and creative technology for use by library patrons of all ages.

• Install bilingual signage, in Chinese and English throughout facility.

• Provide durable, easily maintained  � t-out, � nishes and furniture.

Design Character 
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SITE CONSIDERATIONS
Site Evaluation Criteria

Preliminary Site Options in Chinatown
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Evaluation of site options for the proposed Chinatown Branch Library is cur-

rently at a very preliminary stage.  There have been no formal discussions of the 

site selection process, selection criteria and available sites as part of this study.  

The material presented in this section re� ects the perceptions of the MDS team 

based on our knowledge of the neighborhood and community attitudes, and 

on the limited comments expressed in community meeting and focus group 

discussions.  Where appropriate, we have incorporated some concepts that still 

seem valid from the 2007-2008 Chinatown Library Program and Siting Study, 

which MDS prepared for the City of Boston’s Property and Construction Man-

agement Division (PCMD). 

Site evaluation criteria and site options discussed below are intended to help 

frame a site selection process that will occur after completion of this Services 

Planning Study.  This process should begin with conceptual and procedural 

discussions with Boston Planning and Development Agency (BPDA), together 

with BPL and other City of Boston representatives.  It should incorporate BPDA 

planning assumptions for the Chinatown area, understanding of available sites 

and real estate market, and City procedures for managing neighborhood plan-

ning,  development and potential joint-development options. 

Site Evaluation Criteria
We recommend application of a set of measurable technical and qualitative cri-

teria for evaluation of identi! ed potential library sites, re� ecting the community 

sentiments outlined above, and developed collaboratively by BPL, BPDA and 

other City of Boston representatives.  These can be applied in a matrix format to 

objectively rank the suitability and capacity of each site to support a contempo-

rary library to meet Chinatown’s needs.  

Recommended Technical Site Criteria: 

• Program Fit / Capacity: ability of the site to house the full library pro-

gram

• Availability: site availability for development and use 

• Cost:  estimated costs of both acquisition and development

• Time: anticipated time frame for both acquisition and development

• New or Existing Building

• Constructability: Evaluation of presence or absence of required infra-

structure or known obstacles such as required environmental remedia-

tion 

• Development Model: This could consist of either a free-standing library 

building or joint development of a library facility in a mixed-use proj-

ect.  Development could be either City-driven or developer-driven as 

appropriate. 

7
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• Access: Ease of access for vehicles, pedestrians, and proximity to public 

transportation by residents as well as visitors from outside the area. 

• Planning Context: presence or absence of other planned use or compet-

ing interests for a site or its surroundings, which could impact availability, 

schedule or development feasibility

Recommended Qualitative Criteria
Qualitative criteria should assist in evaluating potential library siting for suit-

ability in the neighborhood and ful! llment of community vision. These criteria 

should be reviewed with community input when the evaluation process pro-

ceeds.   These include: 

• Visibility: prominence within the neighborhood and to the larger commu-

nity 

• Centrality: within the service area, and proximity to major housing and 

community activity areas  

• Neighborhood Support: of the both immediate abutters and the larger 

community

• Safety: actual or perceived safety and security concerns of the site vicinity 

Matrix and Test-Fit Methodology
The above criteria provide the basis for developing a matrix to score identi! ed 

available sites.  Various quanti! cation approaches could be applied.  In the 

2007-2008 Siting Study, each site was given a score of -1, 0 or 1 (-1 indicating 

that the site does not meet program requirements, 0 that it meets program re-

quirements, and 1 that it exceeds minimum requirements).  Each criterion was 

given a weighting multiplier, assigned in consultation with City and commu-

nity representatives, to re" ect the relative signi! cance to BPL and community 

concerns and values.  Tallying the weighted scores yields a total score for each 

site, the basis for determining a short-list of highest-scoring sites for further 

consideration. 

For each short-listed site, a test-! t layout study should be developed to best ! t 

the library space program.  These layouts would be diagrammatic and should 

not be construed as proposed designs.  3-D massing studies can illustrate rela-

tionships to urban context, public and service access and circulation, signi! cant 

view-points, and the ! t within potential mixed-use site development.  Review 

of such studies with the community should be part of the process of ! nal site 

determination. 

7
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Formal identi� cation of library site options in Chinatown will occur after com-

pletion of this Services Planning Study.  The following is a list of possible avail-

able sites raised in anecdotal conversations during the study and should not 

be viewed as a de� nitive set of options.  Other sites, relating to property and 

development considerations of which we may be unaware, may emerge in 

discussions with BPDA, City of Boston, commercial and community participants. 

Preliminary Site Options
• Parcel A

• Parcel R1

• Parcels 25-26

• China Trade Center

7

Locations of Preliminary Site Options

Prel iminar y Site Options



      Chinatown branch Library services Study                            Miller Dyer Spears 148

Harrison Avenue

Marginal Road) Josiah 
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Josiah Quincy Upper Schoo

Leather District Downtown Crossing

JQUS BCEC
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Parcel A.  

Located along Marginal Road between Washington Street and Harrison Avenue, 

at the southern edge of Chinatown proper, this City-owned parcel includes 

approximately 39,500 GSF of land used by the Josiah Quincy Upper School 

(JQUS), adjacent to land occupied by the Boston Chinese Evangelical Church 

(BCEC).  Residential development, replacement facilities for JQUS, and reloca-

tion of BCEC have at various times been discussed for this site.  The lot size is 

large enough to accommodate potential joint development with a library on 

the ground � oor. 

Parcel A is very sunny due to the absence of shadowing buildings on its south 

side.  Adjacency to several large Chinatown residential complexes, including 

Tai Tung Village and the Metropolitan, to the Josiah Quincy Upper and Lower 

Schools and many Chinatown community organizations makes the parcel at-

tractive. It has potential high visibility on three sides and from the Mass Pike.

This location presents some challenges: busy vehicular tra�  c on three sides; 

institutional scale of many surrounding buildings; and long distance from the 

Leather District and Downtown Crossing residential areas.  Resolution of JQUS 

and BCEC usage and potential relocation might delay implementation of a 

library on this site.  

Prel iminar y Site Options
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Parcel R1 

 This BPDA-owned parcel, currently used as a Parking Lot, is on a long-term 

lease to Tufts University, which expires in 2017.  The roughly 18,715 GSF lot is 

bounded by Hudson Street to the east, Tyler Street to the west, the 75 Kneeland 

Street building to the north, and land owned by the Chinese Christian Church 

of New England (CCCNE) to the south.  The site is surrounded by large buildings 

– shadowed by the tall One Greenway residential development to the east, and 

Tufts institutional buildings to the west.  Although the lot may be large enough 

for potential joint development, it is likely too small for a full library program to 

� t on one ground-� oor level. 

Signi� cant concerns about this parcel relate to the narrow secondary character 
of Hudson and Tyler Streets, which provide its frontage and access.  This could 

compromise the visibility, prominence, and sense of community awareness and 

accessibility of a library on this parcel.  The site is proximate to major residential 

areas of Chinatown, with Tai Tung Village a short way up Tyler Street, and conve-

nient to other community organization and activities.  

China Trade Center  
This City of Boston BPDA-owned building is the location for the Temporary Chi-

natown Branch Library.  It is currently being renovated for lease for commercial, 

o!  ce and other uses.  Questions about its potential as a long-term permanent 

library have been raised at various community meetings.  The six-story, 92,000-

SF building, also known as the Boylston Building, is located at 2-22 Boylston 

Street, at the corner of Washington Street.  Usable space on individual � oors is 
about 15,300 SF, limited by the six-story atrium rising through the center of the 

building.  The temporary library will be located on the basement level, adjacent 
to the atrium.  

The China Trade Center is located at the northern edge of Chinatown, distant 

from the major residential areas, community organizations and activity places.  
It is close to Downtown Crossing and MBTA transit stations.  Immediately across 

Boylston Street is St. Francis House, a large day shelter and rehabilitative care fa-

cility serving poor and homeless men and women, which attracts a population 
to the nearby sidewalks that some consider undesirable.  During our communi-

ty meetings, many in the Chinatown community expressed concern about the 

potential safety of this site as a community-centering facility.  

7
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Parcels 25 and 26  

These large “Southbay Parcels” sites are owned by the Commonwealth of Mas-

sachusetts through the Department of Transportation (Mass DOT).  Parcel 25 is 

comprised of about 1.66 acres, located between Kneeland Street, Albany Street, 

the South Station Connector and Lincoln Street extension.  Parcel 26a, with 

about 1.43 acres, is located between Kneeland Street, Lincoln Street extension, 

the South Station Connector, and the west facade of the Veolia steam plant; it 

is currently used as Pagoda Park and parking.  Parcel 26b, with about 2.41 acres, 

is located between Kneeland Street, Frontage Road, Utica Street extension, the 

South Station Connector, and the south and east facades of the steam plant; it 

is currently the site of the 185 Kneeland Street o�  ce building.    

Mass DOT and City of Boston/BPDA have been working in partnership to turn 

these parcels into productive economic development sites, potentially for hous-

ing, commercial and other uses.  Development planning studies have been pur-

sued for more than � fteen years.  These parcels are partly located over Interstate 

I-93 and related highway infrastructure, making potential construction compli-

cated and expensive.  Questions have been raised about applicable zoning, de-

velopment FAR and height limits, air quality and pollution mitigation, and other 

concerns.  Repeated attempts to solicit private developer interest have failed to 

attract successful responses, most recently in spring-summer 2017, due to cost 

considerations, utilities, infrastructure requirements and other factors.    

These parcels are outside the boundary of the core Chinatown neighborhood, 

although quite close to the Leather District and South Station.  They may feel 

less accessible to Chinatown residents, with access along Kneeland Street and 

across major arterial streets.  The long-running process of development plan-

ning and lack of viable real estate proposals suggest that incorporating a library 

facility on these sites could involve unpredictable delay in achieving library 

implementation. 
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