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Re: Ware Street Innovation Space Overlay District Zoning Petition 

Overview 

Verizon New England Inc. has proposed amending the provisions of the Zoning 

Ordinance to establish a new overlay district in Mid-Cambridge and create a new 

Section within Article 20.000 containing provisions for that overlay district. The overlay 

district would encompass a single lot on Ware Street that contains a non-conforming 

non-residential use in a residential zoning district. See attached maps. 

In concept, the petition would allow parts of the existing telecommunications building in 

the district to be used as “Innovation Space,” which is leased to small companies and 

individuals for short term lease durations and provides some common facilities and 

resources.  

Existing Conditions 

The proposed overlay district would include a single parcel with a lot area of about 

60,988 square feet in the Residence C-1 zoning district.  The existing approximately 

93,446 square foot building was built around 1931 to house a telecommunications 

system that serves areas of Cambridge and Somerville. A portion of the ground floor has 

historically been used as accessory office space. In 2018, the Board of Zoning Appeal 

(BZA) granted a use variance (attached) allowing office use as a principal use in 

approximately 10,000 square feet of the ground floor, but only for a period of two years 

to come up with other solutions or to seek a rezoning of the area. 

Current and Proposed Zoning 

Allowed uses in the C-1 district do not include office uses, except for customary home 

occupations as an accessory use. The current petition proposes to modify the existing 

zoning regulations to allow “innovation space” as a special type of commercial office use 

within the existing building that would be set aside for smaller companies and 

entrepreneurs. The key characteristics of innovation space include limitations on the 

amount of floor area that individual business entities can occupy, lease durations not 

exceeding six months, and shared facilities that can be used by multiple entities within 

the space.  
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Planning Considerations 

The proposal is limited in scope, in that it seeks to create a special permit process that would allow the 

BZA to authorize a conditional use that previously received a provisional use variance. However, the 

proposal does relate to some broader planning issues. 

Non-Conforming Buildings in Residential Districts 

The petition would allow a non-conforming building to accommodate particular uses that are currently 

not allowed in residential districts.  The question of how to best use or reuse non-residential buildings in 

residential districts has been discussed in various planning contexts. Parts of the Zoning Ordinance are 

intended to facilitate conversion of non-residential structures to residential use, which might not be 

feasible in cases where only part of a building is being reused and residential uses might not be 

compatible with other uses in the building. In some cases, residents have expressed a preference to 

retain non-conforming, non-residential structures for non-residential uses. Reasons for preferring the 

continuation of non-residential uses have included different types of impacts (e.g., non-residential uses 

might generate less overnight parking demand) or providing services to residents, such as professional 

offices, child care, or retail.  

Innovation Space 

So far, the concept of “innovation space” or shared workspaces has been introduced in the zoning for 

parts of Kendall Square. In the planning for that area, there has been a desire to retain spaces that are 

available to small companies or self-employed professionals given the increasing presence of larger 

companies. The specific requirements for innovation space are meant to be flexible to accommodate 

evolving market needs, but the main goal is to support local start-up enterprises seeking short-term 

office spaces.  

The petitioner is suggesting that its facility provides a unique opportunity for a shared workspace given 

its location near Harvard Square with access to the advanced equipment in the existing 

telecommunication facility. In other areas, older non-residential buildings have often been found to be 

well suited for shared workspaces, compared to newer buildings which tend to have higher costs. 

However, this is the first instance where shared workspaces have been considered in residential 

districts. Consideration would need to be given to the potential impacts of this type of use on residents 

and whether such impacts could be mitigated through the special permit review process. 

Zoning Considerations  

If this proposal were to advance in concept, the following suggestions are recommended to clarify the 

proposed zoning language and ensure consistency with the intent: 

• The petition cites “Innovation Space” characteristics but should specify what range of uses (e.g., 

general office and/or technical office, as listed in Article 4.000) would be allowed by special 

permit. 

• Under “Innovation Space Characteristics,” Paragraph ”h.” mentions variation of ”standards & 

characteristics” but should specifically list which characteristics are subject to variations. 
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• Similarly, it should be made clear what types of uses and signs could be exempt from the 

requirements of Article 7.000 Signs and Illumination and for what purpose. 

• The ‘Nonconformity’ section mentions the provision to enlarge or alter the pre-existing 

structure, but should clarify that the total square footage of Innovation Space will not exceed 

10,000 sq. ft. (similar to parking waiver provision) to avoid conflicts with other provisions of that 

section. It should be made clear what limitations would still apply if alterations are made to the 

building or site. 
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