March 21, 2006

To the Honorable, the City Council,

Subject:  Recommendation on the City Council Petition to amend the zoning ordinance to change the base zoning designation of the area at the eastern corner of Massachusetts Avenue and Washburn Avenue from Business C-1 to Business A-2.

Recommendation:  The Planning Board recommends adoption of the petition as filed.

Discussion
The Planning Board recommends adoption of the Sheketoff Petition. The years intervening since 1991, when the Petition was first filed, have demonstrated on many sites that considerable development is permitted under the proposed Business A-2 District (BA-2) dimensional standards for both commercial and residential construction; more dense development as would be permitted in the Business C-1 District (BC-1) would be inconsistent with that recent development and other development along the Avenue from Porter Square north. 

The planning rationale supporting the rezoning of the entire Trolley Square area from BC-1 to the proposed BA-2 designation remains valid in 2006, as it was in 1991 when the City Council made that change: namely that the entire area along Massachusetts Avenue should be uniformly zoned and at a more modest density and scale than is permitted in the BC-1 District. Furthermore, there is no rationale that justifies treating this one small site uniquely with a zoning designation different from that applicable to its neighboring parcels all along Massachusetts Avenue. The omission of the area at the corner of Massachusetts Avenue and Washburn Avenue from the wider rezoning in 1991 was due to a technical oversight and not based on any land use considerations that would have provided a reason for treating this area differently.  

To summarize the zoning history of this area, in 1986 a comprehensive rezoning was undertaken along Massachusetts Avenue from the Cambridge Common to the Arlington town line.  That rezoning established the Massachusetts Avenue Overlay District and modified the base zoning designations along the Massachusetts Avenue corridor.  Most of the corridor was designated BA-2, while the area around Porter Square remained Business C and the area known as “Trolley Square” was designated BC-1, a new district created in that rezoning petition. 

In 1991, a group of citizens filed a rezoning petition with the intent of changing the zoning designation around Trolley Square from BC-1 to BA-2, in part out of a concern that recent housing development constructed to the BC-1 density allowed development that would be inappropriate.  The City Council approved that petition, but in the process it was discovered that a small area less than half-acre area in size at the corner of Massachusetts Avenue and Washburn Avenue was omitted inadvertently. Adoption of this Petition would rectify that error made fifteen years ago.  

Area residents who appeared to testify at the public hearing voiced support for the restaurant currently operating on the site and suggested that neighbors might lend their support to reasonable measures that would encourage that operation to stay. The restaurant is, however, currently conforming to the proposed BA-2 dimensional requirements.

Respectfully submitted for the Planning Board,

Barbara Shaw, Chair

Details of Proposed Zoning Change

	
	Current Zoning: BC-1
	Proposed Zoning: BA-2

	Maximum FAR for non-residential uses
	2.75
	1.00

	Maximum FAR for residential uses
	2.50

(3.00 by special permit)
	1.75

	Maximum height
	35’ within 50 feet of a residential district; up to 60’ (by formula) if average building height is 50’ or less
	45’ with a bulk control plane above 35’

	Minimum lot area per dwelling unit
	450 square feet

(300 square feet by special permit)
	600 square feet

	Minimum front yard setback
	none
	5’

	Minimum side yard setback
	by formula where lot abuts a residential district
	10’

	Minimum rear yard setback
	20’ or 2/3 the height of the rear wall; none where lot abuts a business or industrial district
	20’

	Allowed uses
	Residential

institutional

office

retail
	residential

institutional

office

retail
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