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Downtown

The Downtown focus 
area comprises several 
neighborhoods that lie in 
the northern part of Boston, 
including the West End, 
the North End, the Financial 
District, Chinatown, and 
the Leather District. 
The West End lies across the Charles River from 
Cambridge, between the Longfellow Bridge and 
the Charlestown Bridge. The North End sits at 
the northernmost corner of the Boston mainland, 
surrounded on two sides by the Boston Harbor, 
across from East Boston. Prior to the 2000s, 
the North End was cut off  from the rest of the 
mainland by the elevated Central Artery (I-93), 
placed underground during the “Big Dig.” The 
Financial District lies between the West End and 
North End and covers the largest extent of the 
focus area. Chinatown sits on the southern edge of 
Downtown, and the Leather District occupies nine 
blocks east of Chinatown. 

Over the last three centuries, the Downtown focus 
area has been dramatically expanded through fi ll, 
as more land was needed to support population 
and industrial growth. The Downtown focus area 
was heavily impacted by urban renewal in the 
1950s to 1970s, as evidenced by the construction of 
the Central Artery and clearing of sections of the 
West End. 

Today, the Downtown focus area hosts a broad 
range of uses, refl ecting the diverse neighborhoods 
that sit within it. The West End is currently in the 

process of a development boom that is revitalizing 
the residential and commercial components of 
the neighborhood. The neighborhood will look 
very diff erent over the next ten years. In addition, 
this area has a strong institutional presence due 
to Massachusett s General Hospital and affi  liated 
facilities. The North End is a vibrant mixed-use 
neighborhood, with historic brick apartments 
intermingled with infi ll, and main commercial 
corridors along Hanover and Salem Streets. The 
Financial District is a commercial center, with 
a number of high-rise buildings; a retail and 
recreational hub, with shopping at Downtown 
Crossing and the Theater District; and Government 
Center. Chinatown is a densely populated mixed-
use district, with Tufts Medical Center located at 
its southern edge. The Leather District contains 
residential and commercial tenants att racted to 
historic brick warehouses that off er “loft” space. 

Refl ecting its status as a center of commerce, 
government, and recreation, Downtown is home 
to extensive transportation infrastructure, a 
signifi cant part of which is underground. This 
infrastructure is critical for residents of the entire 
region to access jobs and essential services. It is 
anchored by South Station and adjacent to Fort 
Point Channel and North Station. 

Downtown is highly exposed to sea level rise 
(SLR) impacts due to its extensive low-lying 
coastline, with multiple paths for inundation, and 
its exposure to fl ooding from the Charles River, 
Boston Harbor, and Fort Point Channel. Downtown 
is challenging for fl ood protection because 
activities on the waterfront are highly related to, 
and economically dependent on, direct visual and 
physical access to the waterfront. 
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