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Why a Decennial Review?

• Recent amendments to Article 2.78 of the Municipal Code, the 
enabling ordinance which governs the Neighborhood Conservation 
Districts, has required routine decennial reviews of all said districts. 

• The 10-year report will include a study of neighborhood 
demographics, a summary of the activities of the NCD over the 
previous decade, and guidance on recommended changes to the 
boundaries, guidelines, and/or procedures of the NCD, if there are 
any.



Other Recent Changes to HCM Commission
Other Revisions to Chapter 2.78 Include:

1. Expanded membership of NCD Commissions
a.  Now seven members + three alternates 

2. Majority Affordable Housing Review Authority
a. “Of housing that either is developed under the Affordable Housing 

Overlay, as defined in Section 11.207 of the Zoning Ordinance, or has 
a majority of units permanently reserved for households at or below 
100% of Area Median Income” is now advisory only.

b. To date, no cases for majority affordable units have been applied for 
within HCM District. 



Other Recent Changes to HCM Commission
Other Revisions to Chapter 2.78 Include:

Review Authority in New Construction & 
Additions
a. NCD Commissions shall not consider the 

appropriateness of the size and shape of new 
construction or additions to existing buildings

b. NCD Commissions shall not impose dimensional 
and setback requirements in addition to those 
required by zoning.

4. Projects Aligning with City Council Goals
a. The NCD Commission shall also consider 

community goals as may from time to time be 
expressed by the City Council.

Current City Council Goals



Half Crown-Marsh 
Neighborhood 
Conservation 
District Map



Half Crown District

Approximately 75 properties

Residential buildings ranging 
from Single-family homes to 
large apartment buildings

Commercial properties on Mt. 
Auburn Street

District was authorized in 1984
Concerns over commercial 
development/encroachment of 
Harvard Square into residential 
area.



Half Crown District

Model of 1970s proposal for 
18-story Holiday Inn 

1980s redesign of site for 
University Place and 

University Green



Half Crown District

1978 2021



Half Crown 
District

Cambridge Tab. May 26, 1982.
5 Revere Street, 1969



5 Revere Street, 2024



Marsh District
Approximately 147 properties

Almost entirely wood-frame, 
residential houses 

Area has large collection of 
worker’s cottages built mid-19th

century

District was authorized in 2000
Concerns over filing of four 
demolition permit applications of 
neighborhood houses over a 1 ½-
year period in late 1990s. 



Marsh District

5 Sparks Street
Architect/owner in 1998 sought 
to demolish 1870 Second 
Empire house.

Demolition Delay only 
jurisdiction at time.

Trend of demolition cases in 
Marsh neighborhood due to 
gentrification.  

1968



Marsh District

5 Sparks Street
Proposal was for 3+story single-
family house with “Hoot” roof.

CHC found house significant 
and “preferably preserved” 
delaying demolition for 6 
months.



Marsh District

5 Sparks Street
After hearing, the 
architect/developer 
sold the property to a 
couple who proposed a 
restoration of the 
house. 

2003

2004



Marsh District

5 Sparks Street
Aluminum siding 
removed, clapboards 
restored, new entry 
tower constructed, 
new slate roof 
added. 

2005



Marsh District

Owners restored 
house with guidance 
of CHC staff and Marsh 
Commission.

Given a Cambridge 
Preservation Award in 
2006.

2024



Half Crown-Marsh NCD
The small size of the Half Crown 
neighborhood and lower number of 
cases made it difficult to recruit 
commissioners and maintain a 
consistent level of governance. 
Combined Half Crown & Marsh 
NCDs in 2007 following a 
consolidation study.
Both areas now are governed by 
same guidelines and commission.
Due to current zoning and density of 
lots, cases largely consist of 
renovations to existing structures.



Jurisdiction of Half Crown-Marsh NCD

HCM Commission Reviews:

Applications for permits for 
exterior work that is visible from a 
public way. 

Including:
New Construction
Demolition
Alterations

Major renovations
Additions
Dormers
Window replacements

HCM Commission does NOT 
Review:

Building use

Paint colors

Interior renovations

Work not visible from public way

Replacement in-kind

Landscaping/hardscaping

Fences and walls less than 4’-0”

and more



Summary of Cases: 2013-2024

Since January 1, 2013, the HCM 
Commission and/or CHC Staff 
have reviewed 466 applications. 

These applications are broken 
down into:

Approvals- 451 
Certificate of Appropriateness
Certificate of Non-Applicability
Certificate of Hardship

Denials- 8 (half for 6’+ fences at front yards)

Withdrawals- 7

96.78%

1.71% 1.5%

HCM Cases Reviewed 2013-2024

Approved Denied Withdrawn



Summary of Cases: 2013-2024

Approvals- 451
Certificate of Appropriateness- 99

Commission review

Certificate of Non-Applicability- 349
Staff-level administrative review

Certificate of Hardship- 3
May be issued when failure to approve an otherwise 
inappropriate project would involve substantial 
hardship to the applicant financial or otherwise.

Loss from fire/rebuild

HVAC in front yard due to lot conditions

Lack of quorum

21.95%

77.38%

0.66%

Approval Type

COA CNA COH



Sample Project: 31-33 Willard Street

Project Date: 2013-2014

Proposal called for 
renovation/restoration of house.

Original house (1870) was 
obscured by later vinyl siding 
and alterations.

Largely approved following 
consultations with staff.

31-33 Willard Street, 
1984



Sample Project: 31-33 Willard Street

2011 2020



Sample Project: 19 Brown Street

Project Date: 2019

Renovation of vernacular 
1886 worker’s cottage.

Owners sought new entry 
“mudroom” and new 
windows at façade for 
additional light into rooms.

Approved. 



Sample Project: 19 Brown Street



Sample Project: 137 Mt. Auburn Street

Project Date: 2016-2017

Proposal called for demolition of 
existing residence and 
construction of new a two-family 
house.

Original house (1889) was 
significantly altered, loss of 
architectural integrity.

Commission considers the 
significance of the existing 
structure and the appropriateness 
of the proposed replacement. 



Sample Project: 137 Mt. Auburn Street

Without NCD, proponent would 
not need design review.

Design likely follows maximum 
return-on-investment. 

Due to Neighborhood
Conservation District, owner 
met with staff to discuss goals 
and guidelines of HCM to shape 
the proposal.



Sample Project: 137 Mt. Auburn Street

Context with surrounding 
streetscape.

Architectural features of 19th

century housing in district.

Modern interpretation of 
historical forms.

Roof pitch
Bay windows
Front porches
Double-hung windows

Approved. 



Sample Project: 137 Mt. Auburn Street



Sample Project: 7-9 Gibson Street

Project Date: 2016

Proposal requested restoration 
of front addition to porches, a 
new Mansard roof with 
bracketed cornice, and altered 
window openings. 



Sample Project: 7-9 Gibson Street

Commission was generally 
supportive of proposed porch 
renovation and alteration of 
windows on side elevation.

Change in style from Queen Anne 
to Second Empire was deemed 
inappropriate in context of district 
goals and guidelines.

Roof change – Denied.

Windows and porch alterations-
approved later. 



Sample Project: 7-9 Gibson Street

2024



Half Crown-Marsh Demographics
Amendments to Cambridge 
Municipal Code, Chapter 2.78, 
Article III calls for 

”Information about any demographic 
changes or other major changes that 
occurred within the district over the 
previous decade.”

Cambridge Community 
Development Department (CDD) 
staff assisted with analyzing data 
from two sources:

Census Blocks
Assessor’s Office Data



HCM District Demographics: Census
HCM district is small, and its 
boundaries do not follow Census 
geography lines.

Challenges for detailed 
demographic analysis via Census 
Block data.
CDD Demographics study excludes 
a couple Blocks on the southeast 
side that do overlap with the NCD 
but also include some larger 
buildings that are not part of the 
NCD and could skew the results.

Data and graphics provided by Scott Walker, Senior Manager for Data Services, CDD

Census Blocks that intersect the NCD



HCM District Demographics: Census

Data and graphics provided by Scott Walker, Senior Manager for Data Services, CDD

Census Blocks used for analysis



HCM District Demographics: Census

Data and graphics provided by Scott Walker, Senior Manager for Data Services, CDD

Statistic Census 2010 Census 2020

Housing Units 633 714

Occupied Housing Units 568 610

Renter Occupied 249 289

Owner Occupied 319 321

Population 1,073 1,239

Population Under 18 125 139

Population 65+ 283 379

White Alone Population 999 982

Black or African American Alone Population 43 36

Asian Alone Population 114 133

Hispanic Population 62 66

“Given the small study area and the 
unknown influence of data privacy 
measures, we cannot draw strong 
conclusions from the Census data. 
The relatively large change in 
housing units is more likely to be 
due to inclusion of one or more 
apartment buildings in 2020 that 
were not included in 2010, or due to 
these buildings being “relocated” 
for data privacy purposes.” 



HCM District Demographics: 
Assessing Data

The City Assessor provides 
property data going back to 
FY2016
We can use this data to study 
changes in use and assessed 
values in the NCD at the parcel 
level.

100% overlap of HCM district 
boundary

CDD study analyzes Assessed 
Properties: 2016, 2020, 2024

Data and graphics provided by Scott Walker, Senior Manager for Data Services, CDD

Half Crown-Marsh NCD District



HCM District Demographics: 
Assessing Data

The data from the property database 
shows minimal change in the NCD 
over the period from FY2016 –
FY2024, except for the doubling of 
the assessed value of the properties 
(values are not adjusted for inflation). 

A small number of buildings were 
altered to reduce the number of units 
in those buildings.

Three two-family buildings were 
converted into single family homes.
One three-family building was 
converted into a two-family.
One three-family building was 
converted into a single family.

*HCM Commission never regulates/reviews building use or 
number of units. 

Data and graphics provided by Scott Walker, Senior Manager for Data Services, CDD

Statistic FY2016 FY2020 FY2024
Parcels 225 224 224
Buildings 226 226 226
Total Assessed Value $525,487,400 $964,648,100 $1,175,440,000
Average Assessed Value $2,335,500 $4,306,465 $5,247,500
Average Assessed Value of Single-Family Homes $849,363 $1,168,152 $1,480,496
Single Family Homes 130 133 133
Single Family Homes w/Auxiliary Apartment 6 6 6
Two-Family Homes 16 14 14
Three-Family Homes 13 11 11
4-8 Unit Apartment Buildings 4 4 4
8+ Unit Apartment Buildings 1 1 1
Condo Units 226 225 225
Condo Buildings 28 29 29
Owner-Occupied Properties 234 239 217



Questions, Comments & Discussion

Eric Hill
ehill@cambridgema.gov 

mailto:ehill@cambridgema.gov
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