February 20, 2007

To the Honorable, the City Council:

Subject:  Recommendation on the City Council Petition Affecting the BA, BA-1 and BA-2 Districts. 

Recommendation.   The Planning Board recommends adoption of a modified Petition that would require the Article 19.000 Project Review Special Permit for developments of 20,000 square feet or more in these BA zoning districts.  The Board does not recommend that a detailed Traffic Study be required at this lower special permit threshold.  The Board also does not recommend adoption of the dimensional changes to the Business A-2 District.

A modified Petition reflecting the Planning Board’s recommendations is attached as is a map of the affected zoning districts.

Discussion 

The Petition would lower the threshold for a Project Review Special Permit, Section 19.20 of the Zoning Ordinance, from the current 50,000 square feet (for most uses including housing although lower thresholds for certain uses, like retail development, are sometimes required) to 20,000 square feet in the BA districts.  While there is value in having a uniform system of thresholds for all zoning districts in which Article 19.000 is applicable, the BA districts as a class might merit special consideration.

These districts tend to be small in area, surrounded closely by residential neighborhoods or, as in the case of Massachusetts Avenue and Cambridge Street, narrow strips of commercial use abutting directly onto low-density residential streets.  In such circumstances a building of less than 50,000 square feet in area can have a noticeable physical impact on its neighborhood and would benefit from public scrutiny through a special permit process.  A lowering of the special permit threshold to 20,000 square feet would assure that those occasional, larger scaled buildings would be reviewed for their visual and physical impact on their neighbors; nevertheless, given the small lot sizes prevalent in all of theses districts, even a reduced threshold will likely require a special permit process for only a modest number of developments in the future.

Generally a detailed and costly Traffic Study must be undertaken when a Project Review Special Permit is required. The Petition, as filed, requires such a study for developments triggered by the lower 20,000 square foot threshold.  City staff has advised, and the Board concurs, that at the lower threshold too little traffic is generated, particularly by housing and office developments, to make the application of the analysis techniques of a Traffic Study useful or technically credible.  Therefore, the Board recommends that the threshold for a Traffic Study not be altered.  The Board is confidant that the authority granted to the Board by the Ordinance in any special permit process (Section 10.43 of the Zoning Ordinance) is sufficient to analyze the localized impacts of traffic generated by a development undergoing Project Review scrutiny and that appropriate conditions can be imposed where circumstances suggest such action.

In a similar vein, the Board does not favor adoption of the dimensional changes to the Business A-2 District affecting certain setback requirements and the height of buildings. It is the Board’s view that for projects less than the proposed 20,000 square foot threshold, the added dimensional limitations would be an unnecessary imposition on already constrained sites.  At the new 20,000 square foot threshold, however, the special permit review process would provide the opportunity to review height and setback concerns in a specific context, with the opportunity to impose appropriate modifications as necessary. 

Respectfully submitted for the Planning Board,

Barbara Shaw, Chair

Modified Petition as Recommended by the Planning Board

I.  Amend the text of the Zoning Ordinance of the City of Cambridge in Section 19.20 – Project Review Special Permit by doing the following. 
19.23
Special District Threshold.  A Project Review Special Permit shall be required for new building construction of fifty thousand (50,000) gross square feet or more in all applicable zoning districts [except that in Business A, Business A-1, and Business A-2 districts a Project Review Special Permit shall be required for new building construction of twenty thousand (20,000) gross square feet or more], or for building construction of less than fifty thousand square feet  [or twenty thousand square feet in BA, BA-1 and BA-2 Districts] where a Table I threshold has been met, on a lot or combination of contiguous lots held in common ownership at any time after September 15, 2000. Where a mix of uses is proposed the threshold shall be determined by the application of the Mixed Use Formula set forth in Table 1.
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