
Special Permit Criteria – Planning Board Case #293 (Harvard Kennedy School of Government) 
All references are to Cambridge Zoning Ordinance 

General Criteria for Issuance of a Special Permit (Section 10.43) 

10.43 Criteria.  Special permits will normally be granted where specific provisions of this Ordinance 
are met, except when particulars of the location or use, not generally true of the district or of the 
uses permitted in it, would cause granting of such permit to be to the detriment of the public 
interest because: 

(a) It appears that requirements of this Ordinance cannot or will not be met, or 

(b) traffic generated or patterns of access or egress would cause congestion, hazard, or 
substantial change in established neighborhood character, or  

(c) the continued operation of or the development of adjacent uses as permitted in the Zoning 
Ordinance would be adversely affected by the nature of the proposed use, or 

(d) nuisance or hazard would be created to the detriment of the health, safety and/or welfare of 
the occupant of the proposed use or the citizens of the City, or  

(e) for other reasons, the proposed use would impair the integrity of the district or adjoining 
district, or otherwise derogate from the intent and purpose of this Ordinance, and 

(f) the new use or building construction is inconsistent with the Urban Design Objectives set 
forth in Section 19.30. 
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Project Review Special Permit (Section 19.20) 
Urban Design Criteria 

19.25.2 Urban Design Findings.  The Planning Board shall grant the special permit only if it 
finds that the project is consistent with the urban design objectives of the city as set forth in 
Section 19.30.  In making that determination the Board may be guided by or make reference to 
urban design guidelines or planning reports that may have been developed for specific areas of 
the city and shall apply the standards herein contained in a reasonable manner to nonprofit 
religious and educational organizations in light of the special circumstances applicable to 
nonprofit religious and educational activities. 

19.30  Citywide Urban Design Objectives 

The following urban design objectives are intended to provide guidance to property owners and 
the general public as to the city’s policies with regard to the form and character desirable for new 
development in the city.   It is understood that application of these principles can vary with the 
context of specific building proposals in ways that, nevertheless, fully respect the policies’ intent.  
It is intended that proponents of projects, and city staff, the Planning Board and the general 
public, where public review or approval is required, should be open to creative variations from the 
detailed provisions presented in this Section as long as the core values expressed are being 
served.  A project need not meet all the objectives of this Section 19.30 where this Section serves 
as the basis for issuance of a special permit.  Rather the permit granting authority shall find that 
on balance the objectives of the city are being served.  Nor shall a project subject to special 
permit review be required to conform to the Required Building and Site Plan Requirements set 
forth in Section 19.50. 

Further indicators of conformance with these policy objectives shall be found in planning 
documents and plans developed for specific areas of the city or the city as a whole, to the extent 
that they are not inconsistent with the objectives set forth in this Section 19.30.  These documents 
include the Harvard Square Development Guidelines, the Central Square Action Plan, the Central 
Square Development Guidelines, the North Massachusetts Avenue Urban Design Guidelines 
Handbook, the University Park at MIT Urban Design Guidelines, the North Point Policy Plan and 
Design Guidelines, the Cambridge Institutional Growth Management Plan, the East Cambridge 
Riverfront Plan, the Eastern Cambridge Plan, the Eastern Cambridge Design Guidelines, the 
Alewife Revitalization, Alewife Urban Design Study Phase II and its Draft update of 1991, and 
Toward a Sustainable Future: Cambridge Growth Policy Document. 
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19.31 New projects should be responsive to the existing or anticipated pattern of 
development.  Indicators include: 

(1) Heights and setbacks provide suitable transition to abutting or nearby residential zoning 
districts that are generally developed to low scale residential uses. 

(2) New buildings are designed and oriented on the lot so as to be consistent with the 
established streetscape on those streets on which the project lot abuts.  Streetscape is meant 
to refer to the pattern of building setbacks and heights in relationship to public streets. 

(3) In mixed-use projects, uses are to be located carefully to respect the context, e.g. retail 
should front onto a street, new housing should relate to any adjacent existing residential use, 
etc. 

(4) Where relevant, historical context are respected, e.g. special consideration should be given 
to buildings on the site or neighboring buildings that are preferably preserved. 

19.32 Development should be pedestrian and bicycle-friendly, with a positive 
relationship to its surroundings. Indicators include: 

(1) Ground floors, particularly where they face public streets, public parks, and publicly 
accessible pathways, consist of spaces that are actively inhabited by people, such as retail 
stores, consumer service businesses and restaurants where they are allowed, or general 
office, educational or residential uses and building lobbies. Windows and doors that normally 
serve such inhabited spaces are encouraged to be a prominent aspect of the relevant 
building facades. Where a mix of activities are accommodated in a building, the more active 
uses are encouraged facing public streets, parks and pathways. 

In commercial districts, such active space consists of retail and consumer service stores and 
building lobbies that are oriented toward the street and encourage pedestrian activity on the 
sidewalk.  However, in all cases such ground floor spaces should be occupied by uses (a) 
permitted in the zoning district within which the building is located,  (b) consistent with the 
general character of the environment within which the structure is located, and (c) compatible 
with the principal use for which the building is designed. 

(2) Covered parking on the lower floors of a building and on-grade open parking, particularly 
where located in front of a building, is discouraged where a building faces a public street or 
public park, and publicly accessible pathways.  

(3) Ground floors should be generally 25-50% transparent. The greatest amounts of glass would 
be expected for retail uses with lesser amounts for office, institutional or residential use.  

(4) Entries to buildings are located so as to ensure safe pedestrian movement across streets, 
encourage walking as a preferred mode of travel within the city and to encourage the use of 
public transit for employment and other trips.  Relating building entries as directly as possible 
to crosswalks and to pathways that lead to bus stops and transit stations is encouraged; 
siting buildings on a lot and developing site plans that reinforce expected pedestrian 
pathways over the lot and through the district is also encouraged. 
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(5) Pedestrians and bicyclists are able to access the site safely and conveniently; bicyclists 
should have, secure storage facilities conveniently located on-site and out of the weather.  If 
bicycle parking is provided in a garage, special attention must be aid to providing safe access 
to the facilities from the outside. 

(6) Alternate means of serving this policy objective 19.32 through special building design, siting, 
or site design can be anticipated where the building form or use is distinctive such as 
freestanding parking structures, large institutional buildings such as churches and 
auditoriums, freestanding service buildings, power plants, athletic facilities, manufacturing 
plants, etc.   

19.33 The building and site design should mitigate adverse environmental impacts of a 
development upon its neighbors.  Indicators include: 

(1) Mechanical equipment that is carefully designed, well organized or visually screened from its 
surroundings and is acoustically buffered from neighbors.  Consideration is given to the size, 
complexity and appearance of the equipment, its proximity to residential areas, and its impact 
on the existing streetscape and skyline.  The extent to which screening can bring order, 
lessen negative visual impacts, and enhance the overall appearance of the equipment should 
be taken into account.  More specifically: 

(a) Reasonable attempts have been made to avoid exposing rooftop mechanical equipment 
to public view from city streets.  Among the techniques that might be considered are the 
inclusion of screens or a parapet around the roof of the building to shield low ducts and 
other equipment on the roof from view. 

(b) Treatment of the mechanical equipment (including design and massing of screening 
devices as well as exposed mechanical elements) that relates well to the overall design, 
massing, scale and character of the building.   

(c) Placement of mechanical equipment at locations on the site other than on the rooftop 
(such as in the basement), which reduces the bulk of elements located on the roof; 
however, at-grade locations external to the building should not be viewed as desirable 
alternatives.   

(d) Tall elements, such as chimneys and air exhaust stacks, which are typically carried 
above screening devices for functioning reasons, are carefully designed as features of 
the building, thus creating interest on the skyline. 

(e) All aspects of the mechanical equipment have been designed with attention to their visual 
impact on adjacent areas, particularly with regard to residential neighborhoods and views 
and vistas.   

(2) Trash that is handled to avoid impacts (noise, odor, and visual quality) on neighbors, e.g. the 
use of trash compactors or containment of all trash storage and handling within a building is 
encouraged. 

(3) Loading docks that are located and designed to minimize impacts (visual and operational) on 
neighbors. 
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(4) Stormwater Best Management Practices and other measures to minimize runoff and improve 
water quality are implemented.  

(5) Landscaped areas and required Green Area Open Space, in addition to serving as visual 
amenities, are employed to reduce the rate and volume of stormwater runoff compared to 
pre-development conditions. 

(6) The structure is designed and sited to minimize shadow impacts on neighboring lots, 
especially shadows that would have a significant impact on the use and enjoyment of 
adjacent open space and shadows that might impact the operation of a Registered Solar 
Energy System as defined in Section 22.60 of this Zoning Ordinance. 

(7) Changes in grade across the lot are designed in ways that minimize the need for structural 
retaining walls close to property lines. 

(8) Building scale and wall treatment, including the provision of windows, are sensitive to existing 
residential uses on adjacent lots. 

(9) Outdoor lighting is designed to provide minimum lighting and necessary to ensure adequate 
safety, night vision, and comfort, while minimizing light pollution. 

(10) The creation of a Tree Protection Plan that identifies important trees on the site, encourages 
their protection, or provides for adequate replacement of trees lost to development on the 
site. 

19.34 Projects should not overburden the City infrastructure services, including 
neighborhood roads, city water supply system, and sewer system. Indicators include: 

(1) The building and site design are designed to make use of water-conserving plumbing and 
minimize the amount of stormwater run-off through the use of best management practices for 
stormwater management.   

(2) The capacity and condition of drinking water and wastewater infrastructure systems are 
shown to be adequate, or the steps necessary to bring them up to an acceptable level are 
identified. 

(3) Buildings are designed to use natural resources and energy resources efficiently in 
construction, maintenance, and long-term operation of the building, including supporting 
mechanical systems that reduce the need for mechanical equipment generally and its 
location on the roof of a building specifically.  The buildings are sited on the lot to allow 
construction on adjacent lots to do the same.  Compliance with Leadership in Energy and 
Environmental Design (LEED) certification standards and other evolving environmental 
efficiency standards is encouraged. 

19.35 New construction should reinforce and enhance the complex urban aspects of 
Cambridge as it has developed historically.  Indictors include: 

(1) New educational institutional construction that is focused within the existing campuses.  
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(2) Where institutional construction occurs in commercial areas, retail, consumer service 
enterprises, and other uses that are accessible to the general public are provided at the 
ground (or lower) floors of buildings.  Where such uses are not suitable for programmatic 
reasons, institutional uses that encourage active pedestrian traffic to and from the site.  

(3) In large, multiple-building non-institutional developments, a mix of uses, including publicly 
accessible retail activity, is provided where such uses are permitted and where the mix of 
uses extends the period of time the area remains active throughout the day. 

(4) Historic structures and environments are preserved.  

(5) Preservation or provision of facilities for start-up companies and appropriately scaled 
manufacturing activities that provide a wide diversity of employment paths for Cambridge 
residents as a component of the development; however, activities heavily dependent on 
trucking for supply and distribution are not encouraged. 

19.36 Expansion of the inventory of housing in the city is encouraged.  Indicators include: 

(1) Housing is a component of any large, multiple building commercial development.  Where 
such development abuts residential zoning districts substantially developed to low-scale 
residential uses, placement of housing within the development such that it acts as a 
transition/buffer between uses within and without the development. 

(2) Where housing is constructed, providing affordable units exceeding that mandated by the 
Ordinance.  Targeting larger family-sized middle income units is encouraged. 

19.37 Enhancement and expansion of open space amenities in the city should be 
incorporated into new development in the city.  Indicators include: 

(1) On large-parcel commercial developments, publicly beneficial open space is provided.  

(2) Open space facilities are designed to enhance or expand existing facilities or to expand 
networks of pedestrian and bicycle movement within the vicinity of the development.  

(3) A wider range of open space activities than presently found in the abutting area is provided. 
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