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Requested Special Permits Required Planning Board Findings 
(Summary - see appendix for zoning text excerpts) 

 •  
Special Permit for 
modifications to permitted 
uses in Alewife Overlay 
Districts in base Office district 
(Section 20.94.1) 

For all uses listed in Section 4.35: 
• Individual establishment is not exceeding 10,000 sq. ft. in area. 
• Retail use is located on the first floor or basement of the 

building. 
• Total Gross Floor Area of retail uses does not exceed 10% of 

the total Gross Floor Area of the building. 
The Planning Board may waive above limitations if the project 
promotes the general interests of the larger commercial and 
residential neighborhood noted in Section 20.92. 

General Special Permit Criteria  
(Section 10.43) 

Special permits will be normally granted if the zoning requirements 
are met, unless it is found not to be in the public interest due to 
one of the criteria enumerated in Section 10.43: 
(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. 

Special Permit Considerations 
for Retail or Consumer Service 
Establishments 
(Section 10.43.1) 

Where a special permit is required for a Retail or Consumer Service 
Establishment listed in Section 4.35 or 4.36 of this Zoning 
Ordinance, the special permit granting authority shall consider the 
following factors when evaluating the criteria in Section 10.43: 

(a) Anticipated delivery and loading operations, their potential 
impacts on neighboring uses and the overall neighborhood, and the 
extent to which those impacts are mitigated; 

(b) The extent to which neighboring uses would be impacted by 
environmental nuisance such as dust, fumes, odors, smoke, vapors, 
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Requested Special Permits Required Planning Board Findings 
(Summary - see appendix for zoning text excerpts) 
noise, vibration, flashing, light trespass, or glare, and the extent to 
which those impacts are mitigated; 

(c) The extent to which storefronts and other elements of the 
façade visible to the public are compatible with the visual character 
of the surrounding area and conform to the City’s urban design 
objectives for retail uses in the area; and 

(d) Where citywide or neighborhood plans have been published by 
the City that identify types of retail uses that are preferred or 
desirable in the area, such plans may be considered in support of 
such identified uses where they are proposed. 
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19.30  Citywide Urban Design Objectives [SUMMARIZED] 

 Objective Indicators 

New projects should be 
responsive to the existing or 
anticipated pattern of 
development. 

• Transition to lower-scale neighborhoods 
• Consistency with established streetscape 
• Compatibility with adjacent uses 
• Consideration of nearby historic buildings 

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

• Inhabited ground floor spaces 
• Discouraged ground-floor parking 
• Windows on ground floor 
• Orienting entries to pedestrian pathways 
• Safe and convenient bicycle and pedestrian access 

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

• Location/impact of mechanical equipment 
• Location/impact of loading and trash handling 
• Stormwater management 
• Shadow impacts 
• Retaining walls, if provided 
• Building scale and wall treatment 
• Outdoor lighting 
• Tree protection (requires plan approved by City Arborist) 

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

• Water-conserving plumbing, stormwater management 
• Capacity/condition of water and wastewater service 
• Efficient design (LEED standards) 

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

• Institutional use focused on existing campuses 
• Mixed-use development (including retail) encouraged where 

allowed 
• Preservation of historic structures and environment 
• Provision of space for start-up companies, manufacturing 

activities 

Expansion of the inventory of 
housing in the city is 
encouraged. 

• Housing as a component of large, multi-building development 
• Affordable units exceeding zoning requirements, targeting 

units for middle-income families 

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

• Publicly beneficial open space provided in large-parcel 
commercial development 

• Enhance/expand existing open space, complement existing 
pedestrian/bicycle networks 

• Provide wider range of activities 
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Special Permit for restaurant use in Office-1 district 
4.35 Retail or Consumer Service Establishments 
Footnote 12. In all Office Districts, permitted Retail or Consumer Service Establishments shall meet 

the following standards, which may be modified by special permit from the Board of Zoning 
Appeal; however, such limitations shall not apply to a cafeteria or other eating/drinking 
facility which is accessory to permitted uses in a building or associated group of buildings in 
the same ownership and which is intended primarily for employees of those uses and their 
guests:   
(a) Retail or Consumer Service Establishments shall be located within buildings or on lots of 

development parcels containing other permitted office and/or residential uses; 
(b) Retail or Consumer Service Establishments shall occupy no more than 25% of the total 

floor area ration or gross floor area permitted on the lot of development parcel; 
(c) Retail or Consumer Service Establishments shall be located at and/or below the ground 

story with entrances accessible to ped4strians directly from public sidewalks;  and 
(d) All permitted Retail or Consumer Service Establishments in Office Districts shall require a 

special permit. 
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Special Permit for Modification to Permitted Uses in Alewife 
Overlay Districts 
20.94 Modifications to Permitted Uses 
20.94.1 Additional Permitted Uses.  In any base office or industrial district all uses listed in Section 

4.35 - Retail Business and Consumer Service Establishments shall be permitted by special 
permit from the Planning Board (if not otherwise allowed as of right in the district), subject to 
the following limitations unless the limitations are specifically waived by the Planning Board 
upon its finding that the purposes set forth in Section 20.92 above have been met:   
(e) No individual establishment may exceed 10,000 square feet in area. 
(f) The retail use shall be located on the first floor or basement of the building in which it is 

located. 
(g) The total Gross floor Area devoted to retail uses may not exceed 10% of the Gross Floor 

Area of the buildings constructed or authorized on the lot. 
 
20.92   General Purpose.  It is the purpose of this Section 20.90 to augment existing base district 

zoning regulations to respond to the unique problems and pressures for change in the Alewife 
area. The regulations contained in this Section 20.90 provide for more careful public scrutiny 
of future development proposals and provide an opportunity to shape the form and character 
of that development in ways that will benefit both individual property owners and the general 
interests of the larger commercial and residential neighborhood as a whole.   

 
These regulations are intended to harness the opportunities presented with the 
redevelopment of private property in ways that will: 
1. Encourage forms of development, mix of uses, and range of improvements that will 

facilitate and encourage walking, biking and transit use and reduce the growth of auto 
trips in an area already burdened with regional vehicular traffic passing through to other 
destinations in the metropolitan region; 

2. Preserve and enhance the capacity to store floodwater, recharge groundwater and 
manage the collection and disposal of stormwater in ways that add to the quality and 
visual appeal of the built environment as well as to the quality of the water itself;  

3. Minimize the negative impact of new development on the adjacent Cambridge Highlands 
residential neighborhood while introducing new amenities and services that will benefit 
the residents of that neighborhood;  

4. Integrate the entire area through the creation of new pedestrian paths, roadways, green 
spaces and bridges that will facilitate movement within the several Districts and beyond to 
the Cambridge Highlands, North Cambridge and Neighborhood Nine neighborhoods and 
the Fresh Pond Reservation; 

5. Introduce a significant component of residential living and support retail services to 
enhance the area’s appeal for all persons who come to work, shop as well as live within 
the Districts; and 

6. Create an identity and sense of place for the Alewife Districts that parallels the 
development of the historic urban centers that characterize much of Cambridge.  
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General Criteria for Issuance of a Special Permit 
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  

(g) 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 

(h) the new use or building construction is inconsistent with the Urban Design Objectives set 
forth in Section 19.30. 

 

10.43.1 Conditional Retail or Consumer Service Establishments. Where a special permit is required for a 
Retail or Consumer Service Establishment listed in Section 4.35 or 4.36 of this Zoning Ordinance, 
the special permit granting authority shall consider the following factors when evaluating the 
criteria in Section 10.43: 

(a) Anticipated delivery and loading operations, their potential impacts on neighboring uses and 
the overall neighborhood, and the extent to which those impacts are mitigated; 

(b) The extent to which neighboring uses would be impacted by environmental nuisance such 
as dust, fumes, odors, smoke, vapors, noise, vibration, flashing, light trespass, or glare, and 
the extent to which those impacts are mitigated; 

(c) The extent to which storefronts and other elements of the façade visible to the public are 
compatible with the visual character of the surrounding area and conform to the City’s 
urban design objectives for retail uses in the area; and 

(d) Where citywide or neighborhood plans have been published by the City that identify types 
of retail uses that are preferred or desirable in the area, such plans may be considered in 
support of such identified uses where they are proposed. 

10.45  Any development application requiring a special permit from the Planning Board that contains 
elements requiring a special permit from the Board of Zoning Appeal may be allowed by the 
Planning Board within the scope of the Planning Board special permit and shall not require a 
separate application to the Board of Zoning Appeal. 

 


