U.N. Plaza dings don’t daunt mayor
BY TOM CARTER

U

.N. Plaza and Civic Center Park
recently made a worldwide Top Ten
Worst parks and plazas list. But the
report card didn’t faze Mayor Newsom
because he believes the city’s plans for the
United Nations’ 60th birthday party next
year will turn things around. The changes,
vague at this point, involve the guidance of
architect Lawrence Halprin, who designed
the plaza, and lots of art work.
The Project for Public Spaces, a New
York-based, globe-trotting environmental
design outfit, placed U.N. Plaza at No. 3 on
its Worst Squares and Plazas list. Civic
Center Park landed at No. 7 on its Worst
Parks list. The bad news showed up in the
project’s September Special Parks issue on
its Website.
“San Francisco is one of the worst civic
centers we’ve seen,” PPS President Fred
Kent told The Extra by phone from New
York. “It’s just a bunch of buildings that are
unrelated. Nothing unites them, and nothing
is going on in the public space. But Boston
is the worst.”
PPS visits 70 cities worldwide each year
and Kent said he had visited San Francisco
just two weeks before the ratings went up.
U.N. Plaza, the Halprin creation of 27 years
ago, is beyond redemption, Kent said. His
observations of the seedy hangout echoed
criticism the Board of Supervisors heard last
year when a task force proposed removing
the plaza’s granite fountain to stop the loitering.
Halprin objected to that plan and the
supes turned it down.
“The investment was too big for the
return,” Kent continued. “It needs things to
do there. The farmer’s market shows the
potential for activity. But as it is, U.N. Plaza
is a sinkhole. And I think it’s dangerous.”
Mayor Newsom was spared the East
Coast quotes but not the world rankings
Sept. 24 at an informal sit-down in his office
with representatives of the Neighborhood
Newspaper Association. Asked for his reaction, he relished the chance to promote the
big doings being planned to celebrate the
founding of the United Nations here in June
1945.
“It‘s almost like a setup question,”
Newsom said with a smile, as he launched
into plans for enhancing the plaza and the
park that he said will start in a couple of
months. A key player in the plan is the 87year-old Halprin, who also designed Justin
Herman Plaza. The city will arrange for a
number of art projects for the commemoration, Newsom said, including the creation of
a mural on the side of a building yet to be
designated. And he said he will invite 60
mayors.
Under a previous city plan, after several
directionless years for U.N. Plaza, low-key
renovations are already under way, all with
Halprin’s blessing. The Department of Public
Works, using a $936,000 federal grant and
$450,000 local funds, will put bollards and
chain around the fountain that is now offlimits and surrounded by yellow plastic
chains with No Trespassing signs. DPW will
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Off-limits now, the U.N. Plaza fountain will stay that way when it gets chained off later this year. Other plaza
changes for next year’s U.N. birthday celebration officially are not yet even in the planning stage.

relocate to another site the plaza’s Simon
Bolivar statue. It will replace and add more
walkway lights for finer illumination at dusk,
remove an extension of the wall leading into
the plaza from Leavenworth and put bollards and chain around the grassy area near
the BART entrance, making it a reservable
space for art and music offerings, according
to project manager Judi Mosqueda.
But an improvement that
could foster the vitality that critics
say U.N. Plaza so desperately
needs is DPW’s installation of
water and electrical capabilities
for kiosks to locate there.
“These could be sandwich and
coffee and information kiosks,”
Mosqueda said.
“And it could bring more people into the plaza.”
It won’t happen soon for an
area that is a convergence for so
many interests.
“It’s very tricky to get a consensus in this part of town,”
Mosqueda added. “We had to find
what meets the needs of all. But
there is no lack of support for this.
And we’ve coordinated with
Lawrence Halprin all along the
way and he does support this. I
just want to get it done before any
other changes begin for the U.N.
(commemoration).”
The mayor’s office said
Halprin serves on the planning
committee.
“The problem is the planning
is in its infancy stages,” said
Darlene Chiu of the mayor’s
office. “But the city is preparing in

style.”
As for the positive side of the Project for
Public Spaces’ ratings, San Francisco’s
Washington Square ranked No. 10 among
the world’s finest squares, and Golden Gate
Park rates No. 14 among parks. ■
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