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MEMORANDUM  

To:  Cambridge Affordable Housing Trust 
From:  Christopher Cotter, Housing Director 

Cassie Arnaud, Senior Housing Planner 
Date: August 4, 2022 
Re:   Planning Board review of Conversion of 49 Sixth St/Sacred Heart  
 

 
Preservation of Affordable Housing (POAH), a Boston-based non-profit has been 
working on plans to convert of a portion of the Sacred Heart church property at 
49 Sixth Street in East Cambridge to affordable housing.   CDD staff has worked 
with POAH as the team developed its plan, held several community meetings, 
and recently completed the advisory design review process with the Planning 
Board under the Affordable Housing Overlay (AHO).  
 
The Planning Board held its second advisory design consultation meeting on June 
28th to review and comment on the revised designs for POAH’s proposed 
redevelopment.  This was the second of the two advisory design consultation 
meetings required under the AHO, and the Board had provided initial comments 
on the proposal earlier this year.   
 
The proposed design was favorably received by the Board which noted in its 
report that POAH had addressed most of the concerns raised at the initial review.  
Additionally, the Board commended the project for advancing the goals of 
creating affordable housing and preserving an historic structure.  The Planning 
Board advised additional consultation with CDD, which is outlined in the attached 
report and is primarily directed at additional trees, landscaping, short-term bike 
storage and the retainage of a World War II memorial.  
 
The AHO provides for the results of the design review process to be shared with 
the Affordable Housing Trust.  The Planning Board report is attached and 
includes:  
 

• Planning Board Final Report of Affordable Housing Overlay (AHO) Design 
Consultation (7/14/22), including:  

• Cambridge Historical Commission Memo (6/27/22); 

• CDD Staff Memo (6/22/22); 

• Planning Board Initial Report of Affordable Housing Overlay (AHO) Design 
Consultation (4/5/22), including: 

• Department of Public Works memo (3/22/22). 
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Project Overview: 
The Sacred Heart property consists of a school building, convent, rectory, chapel, 
and church facility. The current development plan involves creating 47 new 
affordable rental units in the school, rectory, and convent buildings, while the 
church and chapel would continue to be used by the Archdiocese. The project is 
being permitted under the Affordable Housing Overlay.  
 
Over the last few months, POAH has made significant progress advancing their 
design and planning for a building configuration that will create 46 new units, 
including 14 one-bedroom, 20 two-bedroom, 11 three-bedroom and 1 four-
bedroom unit in the existing buildings. 
 
Staff have been working with POAH on their request for funding from the Trust, 
and, once the full request is finalized and reviewed, will bring it to the Trust at an 
upcoming meeting. 
 

More information on POAH’s proposed redevelopment, including material 
POAH submitted to the Planning Board and presentation materials, can be 
seen on CDD’s 49 Sixth Street project page at:  

 
49 6th Street - CDD - City of Cambridge, Massachusetts (cambridgema.gov) 

https://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/Projects/Housing/496thstreet


Page 3 of 3 

POAH has worked closely with their architect and historical consultant to update the interior 
plans to ensure the livability of all the units, including improved and increased common 
space in the family-sized units to accommodate the needs of larger households.   
 
The following table provides a summary of the updated unit mix: 
 

Bedrooms # Units % of Total Average Size 

Studios 0 - - 

1BRs 14 30.4% 630 sf 

2BRs 20 43.5% 900 sf 

3BRs 11 23.9% 1080 sf 

4BR+ 1 2.8% 1500 sf 

Total 46 100.00%  

 
In order to retain the unit count and increase individual unit sizes, the plans rely on the use 
of the lowest levels of the school and convent buildings, portions of which are below-grade.  
However, unlike standard basement units which often have low floor to ceiling spans, small 
windows, and extra vulnerability to flooding, the proposed below-grade “garden level” 
space at 49 Sixth is only slightly below street level and would take advantage of existing 
large, historic windows and good ceiling heights. In terms of flood mitigation, POAH has 
worked closely with the City’s Department of Public Works (DPW) to ensure that any below-
grade living space is protected to the City’s high standards of flood risk prevention. At 
present, plans call for a series of mitigation measures which DPW has deemed sufficient to 
address predicted flood risk. 
 
Community Response 
 
Community input at both Planning Board meetings was overwhelmingly positive.  The 
greatest concern was the lack of parking.  There is no onsite solution to the lack of parking 
and parking is not required under the Affordable Housing Overlay.  Many supporters 
indicated that the creation of additional affordable housing was worth the sacrifice of 
spending an additional 10 minutes looking for parking. 
 
Next Step 
POAH is in the process of revising their financing plan for 49 Sixth Street and we anticipate 
that they will be submit a revised budget and funding request in the next week for a Trust 
vote at the next meeting.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


