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SUMMARY 

This report constitutes a decennial review of the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Commis-

sion, as required by Chapter 2.78.280 of the Cambridge Municipal Code. 

Neighborhood conservation districts (NCDs) are created in Cambridge to conserve the character of the built envi-

ronment in architecturally and historically significant areas of the city. The districts recognize the particular his-

toric and architectural qualities of neighborhoods and encourage their protection and maintenance for the benefit 

of the entire community. NCD commissions accomplish this by reviewing applications for building permits for 

new construction, demolition, and alterations that are visible from a public way. Most applications are approved 

administratively, but cases that involve demolition, new construction, large additions, and alterations such as re-

placement windows and new window or door openings on publicly visible facades require a public hearing. Com-

missioners, CHC staff, and applicants discuss proposed projects and how they align with district goals and objec-

tives. Review of permit applications by CHC staff provides an opportunity to speak with homeowners and offer 

advice as to preservation and restoration options. 

The Mid Cambridge district is roughly bordered by Prospect Street to the east, Prescott Street to the west, Kirk-

land Street and the Somerville city line to the north, and Massachusetts Avenue to the south. The designation pro-

tects approximately 1,300 properties, including many significant residential, commercial, public, and institutional 

buildings constructed in the 19th and early 20th centuries. Designated by the City Council in 1985, Mid Cam-

bridge is the largest of four NCDs in Cambridge.  

Between January 1, 2015, and December 31, 2025, the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission or Cambridge Histori-

cal Commission (CHC) staff reviewed 2,785 building permit applications. The vast majority, totaling 2,532, were 

approved administratively. Of the applications that went to the Commission for review, sixty were granted bind-

ing Certificates of Appropriateness, 153 were granted non-binding Certificates of Appropriateness. The 47 non-

binding denials and two binding denials involved the removal of original architectural features such as original 

porch trim, doors, or windows.  

The adoption of amendments in 2023 limiting the Commission’s authority over the size and shape of new con-

struction and additions caused great confusion among commissioners about their role in a changing regulatory 

environment. The adoption of multifamily zoning in 2025 brought a spate of new projects, all of which were 

eventually approved. By late 2026 all but one of the commissioners had been appointed within the previous 

twelve months, bringing fresh energy and dedication to the body. 

The actions of the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission have enhanced the unique character of the district by con-

serving the architectural qualities of buildings and their settings while allowing necessary changes. The Commis-

sion’s review of development projects has not limited new housing construction or arbitrarily hindered property 

owners’ desires for upgrades. Since the multifamily zoning amendments were adopted in February 2025, four 6-

story development projects have been approved by the Commission. Two of these involved complete demolition 

in favor of new construction and two preserved significant buildings, allowing six-story rear additions as new 

construction. All four proponents responded positively to Commission recommendations as well as neighbors’ 

concerns raised at well-attended hearings. The review process results in projects that better reflect the character 

of the neighborhood while providing much-needed housing in new and rehabilitated buildings. Overall, these ap-

proved projects represent approximately 165 new units and 90,000 GFA of construction in Mid Cambridge since 

the multifamily housing zoning amendments were adopted. 

This report recommends renewal of the Mid Cambridge NCD Order through adoption of an updated Council Or-

der, as discussed in Part VI and included as Appendix C. Recommended amendments include transferring non-

binding reviews to staff; ensuring timely review by limiting the number of potential subcommittee meetings; and 

closer coordination with the Community Development Department reviews. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Historic preservation and zoning are legislative initiatives that serve the public interest by regulating the built en-

vironment. The objective of historic preservation (and neighborhood conservation) is to protect buildings and 

neighborhoods from inappropriate alterations or destruction. The purpose of zoning, on the other hand, is to pro-

tect property interests by regulating land use, density, and bulk. Both zoning and preservation operate through 

municipal boards, but while preservation is qualitative, zoning is quantitative. 

Historic preservation in the United States has evolved from an early desire to protect buildings and sites associ-

ated with the great men and events of the Revolutionary period to an appreciation of more recent periods of 

American architecture and urban development, including the relatively recent past and vernacular residential, 

commercial and industrial architecture.  

In Cambridge, attitudes toward preservation have mirrored the national experience. The first four historic districts 

were enacted in 1963, to protect the landmarks of the American Revolution. When these were linked in 1976, the 

resulting Old Cambridge Historic District added dozens of significant houses from all periods of American archi-

tecture. Enactment of a demolition delay ordinance in 1979 gave the Cambridge Historical Commission authority 

to temporarily protect preferably preserved significant buildings more than fifty years old. 

The unbridled climate of development in the 1970s threatened several neighborhoods near Harvard Square. 

Neighborhood activists desired protection from overdevelopment but could not gain the necessary zoning amend-

ments. Historic districts at that time were associated with elitist attitudes and strict controls, and some proponents 

desired a more flexible regulatory tool that could be overseen by neighborhood residents, rather than a citywide 

commission. 

The central theory of the neighborhood conservation district concept was that protection efforts should be tailored 

to the nature of the area. Some neighborhoods, like Tory Row, are nationally significant for their architecture and 

associations with American history, which justified protecting the publicly visible features of every individual 

house – including paint colors - to the greatest extent possible. In neighborhoods composed of vernacular build-

ings where the whole could be considered greater than the sum of the parts, protection efforts could focus on the 

form and massing of structures, rather than their details.  

In Cambridge, "neighborhood conservation" encompassed the natural resources concept of "wise use." "Preserv-

ing" a resource (in this case, a neighborhood) meant maintaining and defending it in every practical way, while 

"conserving" it meant allowing reasonable changes. By analogy, historic districts resemble national parks, where 

great efforts are made to protect every significant feature, while NCDs resemble national forests, which are man-

aged as sustainable environments, and changes are permitted as long as the integrity of the greater ecosystem is 

maintained.  

In 1981, the City Council responded to community concerns by adopting what is now Chapter 2.78, Article III of 

the City Code, by which the City Council is authorized to designate NCDs by Council Orders, based upon the 

recommendations of the Cambridge Historical Commission and the findings of an investigation and report con-

ducted by a study committee. The Ordinance decentralized the protection of significant neighborhoods in Cam-

bridge in a manner beyond that authorized in the Historic Districts Act, MGL Chapter 40C. To do so, the drafters 

relied upon Cambridge’s “home rule” authority under the Massachusetts Constitution but found a precedent in 

Chapter 772 of the Acts of 1975, the act establishing the Boston Landmarks Commission. This act authorized the 

City of Boston to designate architectural conservation districts, protection areas, and protected landmarks. Ch. 

2.78, Article III drew on Chapter 772 for many concepts and definitions, but wherever practicable also drew from 

the language of Chapter 40C, adapting procedures and authority designed for historic districts to the new task of 

decentralizing neighborhood protection under NCD procedures. 

As currently stated, the purposes of Article III are: 
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...to preserve, conserve and protect the beauty and heritage of the City; to improve the quality of 

its built environment through identification, conservation and maintenance of neighborhoods … 

which constitute or reflect distinctive features of the architectural, cultural, political, economic, 

racial, or social history of the City; to foster appropriate use and wider public knowledge and ap-

preciation of such neighborhoods, areas or structures; to welcome a diverse set of residents and 

broaden appreciation for individuals with marginalized identities who have shaped Cambridge's 

history; and by furthering these purposes in balance with other City priorities such as affordable 

housing construction, environmental sustainability, and accessibility to promote the public wel-

fare by making the City a more attractive, desirable, affordable, diverse, equitable, accessible, 

and inclusive place in which to live and work (as amended 2023). 

NCD commissions consist of seven members and three alternates. Members are to have “demonstrable 

knowledge and concern for improvement, conservation and enhancement of the district,” and at least one “train-

ing or experience in historical preservation, architecture, and/or a similar field” (Ch. 2.78.160.A). Members may 

be appointed to no more than two consecutive three-year terms. 

NCD commissions typically schedule monthly public hearings. Following the procedures in the ordinance and 

the goals and guidelines in the Order enacting the district, the NCD commission may grant certificates of appro-

priateness, non-applicability, or hardship, as the circumstances allow: 

A Certificate of Non-Applicability may be issued for work which matches existing conditions, interior 

alterations, alterations not visible from a public way, and any other work which does not require review by 

the NCD commission. These certificates are generally issued by the Historical Commission staff. 

A Certificate of Appropriateness may be issued for reviewable alterations, construction or demolition 

which the neighborhood conservation district commission deems not incongruous to the character of the 

building. 

A Certificate of Hardship may be issued for work which is not otherwise appropriate if the Commission 

determines that failure to approve an application would entail a substantial hardship, financial or other-

wise, and that the work would not be a significant detriment to the district. 

Appeals from decisions of the NCD commission may be made by an applicant or by ten registered voters of the 

City. The initial appeal is made to the Cambridge Historical Commission and must be initiated within twenty 

days after the filing of the notice of a determination with the City Clerk. “The Historical Commission may over-

rule the determination and return it for reconsideration consistent with that finding. If the applicant is aggrieved 

by the determination of the Historical Commission, or if action is not taken by the Historical Commission within 

thirty days of filing for review, the applicant may appeal to the superior court” (Ch. 2.78.240).  

Following the enactment of the enabling ordinance in 1981, the City Council adopted the Half Crown NCD in 

1984, the Mid Cambridge NCD in 1985, the Avon Hill NCD in 1998, and the Marsh NCD and the Harvard 

Square Conservation District in 2000. (The Half Crown and Marsh NCDs were consolidated in 2007.) Although 

each district was motivated by concerns unique to the neighborhood, protection from over-development was par-

amount. The Half Crown NCD was established to regulate demolition and new construction, while the Mid Cam-

bridge NCD initially sought to control infill development from townhouse developments, and to protect buildings 

listed on the National Register of Historic Places.  

In 2023, Chapter 2.78 was amended to require a decennial review of each existing NCD, with the Mid Cambridge 

NCD due for review in 2026. Section 2.78.280 (B) states that  

The Historical Commission with other relevant City departments will present a report to the City Coun-

cil no later than September 30 of the year in which review is scheduled to occur. The report shall con-

tain: 
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1. Summary of current NCD membership, boundaries, guidelines, and procedures.  

2. Summary of the activities of the NCD over the previous decade including (but not limited to) a 

list of any cases in which an application was outright rejected as well as relevant and instructive exam-

ples of cases in which applications were approved or approved with modifications.  

3. Information about any demographic changes or other major changes that occurred within the dis-

trict over the previous decade.  

4. Guidance on recommended changes to the boundaries, guidelines, and/or procedures of the 

NCD, if there are any.  

5. Assessment of progress toward achieving diversity and representation goals for the NCD. 

Section 2.78.280 (B) further states, 

No later than three months following the end of the year in which the NCD was subject to review, the 

City Council shall adopt an order either to re-approve of the NCD (with or without changes), discontinue 

the NCD, or establish a Study Committee to consider deeper changes related to district boundaries, 

guidelines, and procedures. 

This report summarizes the history of the Mid Cambridge neighborhood, the conditions that led up to the estab-

lishment of the NCD in 1983, and the early activities of the Commission, and reviews the activities of the Mid 

Cambridge NCD Commission during the years 2015-2025.  
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II. History of the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood and the Establishment of the Mid Cam-

bridge NCD 

The Mid Cambridge neighborhood is bracketed by three squares: Harvard Square, Cambridge’s original village 

and academic center; Inman Square, a modest neighborhood shopping district; and Central Square, Cambridge’s 

traditional downtown and municipal center. Massachusetts Avenue, Kirkland Street, Beacon Street and Prospect 

Street surround the neighborhood, while Broadway is a main thoroughfare. The district includes the city’s public 

library and high school as well as two major hospitals in a dense matrix of 19th century suburban homes, early 

20th century three-deckers and apartment buildings, and mid-century townhouses and high-rise apartments. The 

multi-layered urban character of the district, which has been carefully managed by the Mid Cambridge NCD 

Commission since 1985, has features from almost every period of Cambridge history.  

The geography of Mid Cambridge is dominated by Dana Hill, running north and south from Massachusetts Ave-

nue to Washington Street in Somerville. Lying near the original settlement at Harvard Square, this area was culti-

vated within a few years of settlement. The topography influenced the location of pathways that evolved into 

Massachusetts Avenue and Kirkland Street as well as later development. 

Topography and Early Land Use in Mid Cambridge 

As Cambridge became wealthier during the 18th century, the small farming strips originally allotted to settlers 

were gradually assembled into large estates, whose boundaries over the years determined the location of streets 

and sub-neighborhoods. The toll bridges built from Kendall Square and East Cambridge to Boston in 1793 and 
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1809 brought growth in the form of two new centers, East Cambridge and Cambridgeport, while Old Cambridge, 

the area surrounding Harvard Square, grew more slowly. The farms and fields of Mid Cambridge were traversed 

by two new thoroughfares, Harvard Street and Broadway, but was largely left undeveloped except for small set-

tlements of Black families off Broadway and Kirkland Street. 

The first significant development in Mid Cambridge took place after 1854, when toll booths were removed from 

the bridges and horse car routes were established on the major streets leading to Boston. Successive improve-

ments in transportation - electric street cars in 1889, the subway in 1912 - brought new residents and new build-

ing types to the area. By the turn of the century, triple-deckers were filling in the grounds of the early suburban 

mansions, while the construction of large brick apartment buildings continued until the Depression. Little con-

struction then took place until the 1960s, a liberalized zoning ordinance encouraged the construction of mid-rise 

apartment buildings and townhouses, often at the expense of existing historic homes. Residents lamented the loss 

of historic buildings for the box-like apartment buildings and barrack-style townhouses that appeared without de-

sign review. 

1630-1793 

The Mid Cambridge area was used for agriculture soon after the settlement of the town in 1630. Two types of lots 

were divided by a path along the line of the present Dana Street. West of the path, near the village, lay the "plant-

ing fields", which ranged from one to four acres. East of Dana Street stretched nineteen small lots that gave Dana 

Hill its early name "Small Lot Hill". These lots were two to three acres, drawn in narrow parallel strips across the 

brow of the hill. 

Mid Cambridge in the Revolution. The Inman mansion is circled. Butler’s Hill is now Dana Hill 
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In the 18th century members of the Colonial elite transformed several farms into elegant country seats with man-

sions surrounded by landscaped gardens. Ralph Inman, a West Indian planter and Loyalist, built a mansion on 

Inman Street in 1756. Patriot Francis Dana built a mansion in 1785 atop Dana Hill. While Dana’s heirs developed 

his land systematically, Inman’s was broken up and sold piecemeal. Fortifications that were erected on Dana Hill 

during the Siege of Boston were obliterated by later development but may remain as archeological sites. 

1793-1912 

After the completion of the West Boston Bridge, Main Street, Harvard Street, and Broadway opened the large 

estates to speculation. Three factors determined the suburban nature of subsequent development in Mid Cam-

bridge: its proximity to established urban centers; the new roads linking the centers, and the growth of transporta-

tion systems along these roads. Although the conditions necessary for the development of Mid Cambridge as a 

suburb existed by 1810, extensive construction did not occur until the middle of the century. Estates were sold in 

parcels that were then laid out with short streets and house lots; only a few sections of the large eighteenth-cen-

tury holdings remained as small semi-rural estates until late in the nineteenth century. 

Construction was sporadic, but the presence of the main thoroughfares imposed a pattern upon the new side 

streets, which were cut through straight and parallel to each other between the main avenues. Deed restrictions 

also controlled development. Starting with the sale of the Dana land, restrictions often specified setbacks and 

minimum costs and always prohibited commerce and trade in any form. These restrictions, sometimes covering 

large areas but occasionally applicable to only two or three houses in a row, were an early form of zoning. 

Development in Mid Cambridge around the turn of the twentieth century was characterized by the subdivision of 

285 Harvard Street, constructed in 1929, featuring an entry courtyard for light and air 
View of Boston from Memorial Hall, 1875, looking toward Ellery Street with Cambridge Street at left. The 

large open field was slated for development until Frederick Rindge gifted it to the city along with a new li-

brary and technical school (now the site of CRLS) 
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several substantial properties on the main thoroughfares and construction of three deckers and apartment houses. 

In the late 1880s, Frederick Hastings Rindge took an enormous undeveloped parcel off the market and donated it 

to the city as a site for a main library and technical high school. The first few apartment houses were built as pri-

vate dormitories near the Harvard campus in the 1890s. Electrification of the streetcar lines beginning in 1889 

stimulated construction of multifamily buildings along Massachusetts Avenue, while the possibility of a Dana 

Hill station on the Cambridge subway (completed in 1912) probably influenced investors to construct Burton 

Hall on Dana Street in 1909. 

1912-1981 

The electrification of street railways in 1889 and the completion of the Cambridge Subway in 1912 stimulated 

multifamily construction in many parts of the city. Cambridge’s population grew from 70,000 in 1890 to almost 

110,000 in 1920. The growing interest in city planning coupled with concern about densification and the uncon-

trolled growth of industry led to the adoption of Cambridge’s first zoning ordinance in 1924. 

The zoning history of Mid Cambridge has largely reflected perceptions of the neighborhood’s highest and best 

uses. The 1924 zoning code placed Mid Cambridge in a district which permitted “dwellings, hotels, clubs, 

churches, schools, philanthropic institutions … with customary incidental accessory uses including garage for not 

more than two cars.” The ordinance allowed four story buildings up to 60’ high with 5’ side and rear setbacks and 

at least 25’ from the center of the street. Many were designed in a U or H shape footprint, creating courtyards that 

provided air and light to the units. Such buildings were invariably built of brick in a vaguely Georgian Style with 

minimal architectural detailing. 

During the Depression attitudes toward older neighborhoods changed. The revised 1943 zoning code, adopted in 

anticipation of post-war growth, allowed multi-family dwellings, apartment houses, lodging houses, dormitories, 

group dwellings, and hotels along the Broadway and Harvard Street corridors, and allowed the area’s unfashiona-

ble Victorian houses to be cut up into rooms and small apartments. Permissible heights were raised to 65’ or six 

stories. Streets south of Harvard Street and north of Broadway had a 2 ½-story, 35’ height limit, consistent with 

existing density. Little or no new construction occurred under the 1943 code, but the allowance of multi-family 

John Alden Apartments, 285 Harvard Street (1929, Frank H. Bignotti, architect) Buildings like this were 

planned so every apartment occupied a corner to maximize light and air for the occupants 
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conversions reflected the lower value placed on urban living and Victorian houses during this period. 

The zoning code adopted in 1962 reflected both negative Modernist attitudes toward traditional urban neighbor-

hoods and the city’s increasing desperation during the postwar urban crisis. Mid Cambridge was divided into sev-

eral new districts. A 35’ height limit was retained on many of the side streets, but districts allowing up to 85’ with 

a Floor-Area-Ratio (FAR) of 1.75 were established along the corridors while the area nearest Harvard Yard was 

allowed an FAR of 3.0 and unlimited height. The relaxed height and density limitations almost immediately 

brought forth the five-story apartment building at 345 Harvard Street, the seven-story building at 334 Harvard 

Street, and the ten-story Harvard Towers at 295 Harvard Street, all of which replaced significant early houses. 

The most prevalent examples of new construction, however, were the much more easily constructed three- and 

four-story “pillbox” apartment buildings that replaced many single-family houses during the 1970s. These were 

typically built to conform exactly to the zoning envelope and were widely derided for their lack of character. The 

1962 code proved to be as controversial in Mid Cambridge as elsewhere in Cambridge, and by the early 1980s 

the City Council had downzoned some blocks to more restrictive levels.  

329 Harvard Street, built in 1849, demolished in 1966 for a new apartment building. 

5 Centre Street, built 1843, demolished 1969, new apartment building constructed in 1970. 

In 1976, Cambridge enacted a Townhouse Development Ordinance to encourage the construction of owner-occu-

pied, attached housing units. The ordinance was intended to promote a more compatible form than the prevalent 

pillbox apartment buildings, but many of the new townhouses were designed without any connection to the 

neighborhood context and resulted in the demolition of several architecturally significant residences. Residents 
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saw the increased density, relaxed lot width, yard setbacks, and height requirements, and the absence of any de-

sign review as detrimental to the neighborhood. 

In 1977, a proposed 9-unit townhouse development on Irving Street sparked strong objections from neighbors 

who not only felt the design was out of character for the neighborhood, but also claimed it violated the town-

house ordinance, specifically the inclusion of 25 feet or more of continuous curb cut. The neighbors were upset 

about the demolition of a significant Victorian structure and the proposed parking lot in front of the units. They 

urged the developer to locate the parking behind the units, out of sight from the street. The developer ultimately 

integrated the parking with the units below grade. This was a major victory by citizen pressure when neither the 

Planning Board nor the Historical Commission had the ability to perform design review. 

36 Irving Street, 1873 house demolished for the construction of 9 townhouses, 1977. 

The Townhouse Development Ordinance was amended in 1978. According to the Cambridge Chronicle, the 

“City Council considered changes in the zoning law designed to ensure that townhouse development causes mini-

mal disruption to the city’s older neighborhoods. Planning Board seeks to encourage townhouses over block-like 

small apartment structures, sometimes referred to as ‘Arlington pillboxes,’ including the requirement that the 

Planning Board review all major townhouse developments of 6 or more units in Res. B zones, and 12 or more 

units in C-1 will be reviewed by the Planning Board.” 

Third Congregational Society, 321Harvard Street (1911, Newhall & Blevins, architects) mostly demolished for 

Stone Tower Apartments (1974, Architects Design Group). 
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1981-2026 

In 1981, the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Association, which at the time had 500 members, petitioned the city 

to initiate an NCD study for the area. The Mid Cambridge NCD Study Committee was appointed by the City 

Manager following the acceptance of a petition of ten registered voters by the Historical Commission.  

The Study Committee Report stated that the purpose of the NCD would be to “provide a means by which the res-

idents and property owners of Mid Cambridge, together with the city government, can influence the nature of 

change in the physical character of the neighborhood. It is recognized that Mid Cambridge can and should change 

and evolve. The purpose of the NCD is not to arrest change, much of which is desirable, but rather to influence it 

for the best interests of the neighborhood.” 

The task of the Study Committee was to define the visual character of the neighborhood and then establish guide-

lines that would make it possible to conserve and enhance the neighborhood while allowing and often encourag-

ing specific changes to take place. By character was meant the physical character--the buildings, streets and 

spaces, textures and details, green spaces, and vistas of Mid Cambridge as they were visible to the public. The 

character of Mid Cambridge was also considered to include the neighborhood's social and cultural diversity. 

However, it was to its visible appearance that the NCD was primarily addressed. 

One of the major purposes of the Mid Cambridge NCD was to encourage new construction or alteration to be 

harmonious with the street or streets on which it is located. Beyond these specific relationships, there is, however, 

a more general character. Mid Cambridge is a neighborhood of great diversity in its physical appearance, a mix-

ture of three-deckers and large and small single houses and apartment buildings, of brick and wood clapboard and 

shingle, of flat roofs and pitched roofs. The diversity is close-grained and is a basic part of the character of the 

neighborhood.  

The neighborhoods of Mid Cambridge also consist of many private backyards, driveways, tree-shaded streets, 

porches, detached houses with light on four sides, a pedestrian scale, and other amenities. The tightly packed but 

separate dwellings that tend to dominate most of Mid Cambridge are part of its character and, in many ways, are 

felt by the neighborhood to be an advantage as a living pattern over both higher- and lower-density alternatives. 

Mid Cambridge in general is a neighborhood of a particular time, from the middle of the nineteenth century up to 

the start of the Great Depression. It has examples of most of the architectural styles of this period--Greek Re-

vival, Italianate, Mansard, Queen Anne, and Colonial Revival being among them. Thus, despite the great diver-

sity, there is a coherent time frame to the neighborhood.  

In 1985, the City Council voted to designate the Mid Cambridge NCD and authorized the City Manager to ap-

point a commission of five members and three alternates. The initial Order included both binding and non-bind-

ing reviews.  

Non-binding, or advisory, reviews extended to exterior alterations to existing listed National Register struc-

tures, and structures containing or proposed to contain conforming non-residential uses, specifically: 

• The alteration is visible from a public street; and 

• The alterations involve significant changes in bay windows, cornice, facia boards below the cornice, 

including gutter and trim detail, porches, cornerboards, window and door casings, skylights covering 

more than 1/3 of the visible roof area, all signs except home-occupation signs. 

Binding reviews extended to the following: 

• Demolition of 33% or more of the floor area of a structure not originally used to garage automobiles; 

• New construction of more than 750 sf of floor area, including additions to existing structures; 

• New construction of structure on more than 33% of the lot area not already occupied by structures; 

• Enlargement of the floor area of an existing structure by more than 33%; 
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• relocation of an existing structure onto or off of a site; 

• Any alteration or construction of a structure containing or proposed to contain non-conforming uses. 

• Publicly owned structures 

In February 1988, the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission adopted a set of guidelines still in effect titled “Guide-

lines for Determining the Appropriateness of Proposed Construction” (see Appendix D). The guidelines direct the 

Commission to consider all applications in terms of the impact on the District as a whole and on the surrounding 

properties and immediate streetscape. The guidelines take the form of questions that the Commission would ask 

of all proposed construction projects. The categories include Scope of Work, Development Characteristics, Land-

scaping, Aesthetic Considerations, and Impact on Neighborhood. 

In 1992, the City Council voted to amend the NCD Order to allow more neighborhood input. Advisory, or non-

binding, reviews were now required for alterations, including: 

• Construction of between 150 and 750 square feet of floor area; 

• Exterior alterations that require a variance or special permit; 

• Removal or alteration of original decorative elements on a building; 

• Changing window and door size; 

• Changing roof pitch or configuration. 

In addition, alterations to the 103 district properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places became 

subject to binding review. 

In 2023, the City Council adopted amendments to the enabling ordinance for landmarks and neighborhood con-

servation district commissions and voted to approve the following changes affecting NCD commissions: 

• Amended purpose statement. 

• Expanded NCD commission membership with new qualifications. 

• NCD commissions must consider City Council goals in considering applications for certificates. 

• ADA compliance, accessibility, climate resiliency, and renewable energy features now subject to ad-

visory (non-binding) review. 

• Commissions may not base decisions on the appropriateness of the size and shape of new construc-

tion or additions. 

• Commissions may not impose dimensional and setback requirements in addition to those required by 

the zoning ordinance in the case of new construction or additions. 

• NCD commissions have no jurisdiction over Affordable Housing Overlay projects or projects with a 

majority of units permanently reserved for households at or below 100% of Area Median Income. 

• Review of existing NCDs every 10 years and new NCDs 10 years after adoption. 

o Half Crown-Marsh (2024, 2034, etc.) 

o Mid Cambridge (2026, 2036, etc.) 

o Avon Hill (2028, 2038, etc.) 

o Harvard Square (2030, 2040, etc.) 
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III. Current Conditions of the Mid Cambridge NCD 

The 2023 amendments requiring a decennial review required that the report contain a “summary of current NCD 

membership, boundaries, guidelines, and procedures.” 

The Mid Cambridge NCD currently operates under an Order most recently amended in 1992 and an Ordinance 

amended in 2023. In the case of conflicts, the more recently amended Ordinance prevails. 

A. Present Boundaries 

The district is roughly bordered by Prospect Street to the east, Prescott Street to the west, Kirkland Street and the 

Somerville city line to the north, and Massachusetts Avenue to the south. It contains approximately 1,300 build-

ings, including residential, commercial, public, and institutional uses. Mid-Cambridge is the largest NCD in 

Cambridge. The boundaries are as originally adopted in 1985. 

B. Membership of the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission 

The statutory requirements for membership are described in Art. 2.78.160 of the City Code, as amended in 

2023: 

“…the City Manager shall appoint a neighborhood conservation district commission to consist 

of seven members and three alternates who shall…have demonstrable knowledge and concern 

for improvement, conservation, and enhancement of the district… The membership shall be as 

follows:” 
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Member 1. District homeowner 

Member 2. District renter 

Member 3. District resident 

Member 4. District resident 

Member 5. District business operator/owner or District resident 

Member 6. Cambridge resident 

Member 7. Cambridge resident with professional qualifications 

Alternate 1. District resident 

Alternate 2. District resident 

Alternate 3. District resident 

“Members shall be appointed by the City Manager with regard to the diversity of residents 

within and surrounding the district. Such members shall serve for a term of three years, except 

that the initial appointments shall be for one member to serve one year and one member to 

serve two years, and vacancies shall be filled for the unexpired term of office.” 

The recent amendments to Chapter 2.78.160 also state that: “…City Manager shall appoint a neighborhood con-

servation district commission to consist of seven members and three alternates who shall by reason of experience 

or education have demonstrable knowledge and concern for improvement, conservation, and enhancement of the 

district, and whose composition represents the diversity of the designated neighborhood in terms of age, race, eth-

nicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, and property ownership or tenancy. Appointments shall reflect the 

City's goals for anti-racism, diversity, equity, and inclusion… Members and alternates must have the ability to 

work and interact effectively with individuals and groups with a variety of identities, cultures, backgrounds, and 

ideologies.”  

The present membership of the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission includes seven commissioners with varied 

educational, professional, and personal backgrounds. Members on the commission include architects, a fund-

raiser, an editor, an attorney, an urban planner, an academic and career advisor, an engineer, and a consultant. 

Four of the commissioners are renters and the remaining six are homeowners. 

C. Objectives and Principles of the Mid Cambridge NCD 

Per the enabling ordinance, the purpose of NCDs are now defined as: 

to preserve, conserve and protect the beauty and heritage of the City; to improve the quality of its 

built environment through identification, conservation and maintenance of neighborhoods, areas, 

sites and structures which constitute or reflect distinctive features of the architectural, cultural, 

political, economic, racial, or social history of the City; to foster appropriate use and wider pub-

lic knowledge and appreciation of such neighborhoods, areas or structures; to welcome a diverse 

set of residents and broaden appreciation for individuals with marginalized identities who have 

shaped Cambridge's history; and by furthering these purposes in balance with other City priori-

ties such as affordable housing construction, environmental sustainability, and accessibility to 

promote the public welfare by making the City a more attractive, desirable, affordable, diverse, 

equitable, accessible, and inclusive place in which to live and work (Cambridge Municipal Code, 

Ch. 2.78,Art. III, as amended 2023). 

The 1992 order establishing the Mid Cambridge NCD directs the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission to consider 

all applications in terms of the impact on the District as a whole and on the surrounding properties and immediate 

streetscape. The general objectives of the district as set out in the 1992 order are to: 

1. avoid excessive infill; 

2. encourage new construction which complements existing buildings; 

3. encourage preservation of neighborhood buildings;  
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4. protect National Register structures; and 

5. enhance the economic vitality of the neighborhood. 

The first of these objectives is now potentially in conflict with the 2023 amendments to the NCD ordinance. An 

NCD Commission can no longer make decisions about the appropriateness of an addition or new construction 

based on the size or shape of the addition or new building and may not impose requirements more restrictive than 

the zoning regulations. The proposed new Mid Cambridge district order amends the general objectives and pro-

vides several administrative changes to streamline the permitting process. 
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IV. Activities of the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission: 2015-2025 

The 2023 amendments requiring a decennial review required that the report contain a “summary of the activities 

of the NCD over the previous decade including (but not limited to) a list of any cases in which an application was 

outright rejected as well as relevant and instructive examples of cases in which applications were approved or 

approved with modifications.” 

The Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Commission reviews new construction, additions, dem-

olition, and alterations that affect the exterior architectural features, other than color, of structures within the Dis-

trict. These cases are reviewed and typically approved by the Commission at its monthly meeting. Ideally, NCD 

reviews are performed concurrently with other city departments and boards, but applicants may opt to apply for 

reviews sequentially, introducing inefficiencies the amended Order is intended to address. 

Applications for interior alterations, general maintenance, and in-kind repairs are reviewed by Commission staff 

and issued a Certificate of Non-applicability. (Recent amendments to Chapter 2.78.190 exclude ADA-compliance 

or climate resiliency features from review.) This review is administrative and does not require review by the 

Commission at a public meeting. These cases are typically reviewed and approved within 1-5 days of receipt of a 

complete application. 

Review of permit applications by CHC staff provides an opportunity to speak with homeowners about preserva-

tion and repair options. For example, in some cases, homeowners have sought to replace original wood front 

doors that no longer function well because they are unaware of companies in the area that can restore them. Once 

made aware of the options, homeowners have opted to go with restoration instead of discarding original architec-

tural features.  

A. Summary of Cases 2015-2025 

Between January 1, 2015, and December 31, 2025, the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission and/or Cambridge 

Historical Commission staff representative for the district reviewed 2,785 permit applications with the following 

breakdown: 

• 2,532 were issued Certificates of Non-applicability,  

• 60 were granted binding Certificates of Appropriateness,  

• 153 were granted non-binding Certificates of Appropriateness,  

• 47 received non-binding denials 

• 2 received binding denials: 

o 1357 Cambridge Street – window alterations to a National Register structure 

▪ March 2026 – revised window design as per Commission’s previous recommen-

dation approved at staff level 

o 1673 Cambridge Street – install vinyl shed  

• 7 applications were withdrawn 

Non-binding, or advisory, hearings typically involve the proposed replacement of original exterior features, such 

as windows, doors, cladding, or balusters, with replacements that are not in keeping with the character of the 

building. These advisory hearings provide an opportunity for the Commission to advocate for the preservation of 

original architectural features or replacement in kind. The applicant may proceed with either the Commission’s 

recommendations or not. Of the 47 non-binding denials, 18 were for replacing original windows with vinyl. An-

other 17 non-binding denials were issued for replacing original siding with vinyl or synthetic material. The re-

maining twelve denials involved alterations such as porches or porch components such as railings and/or col-

umns; window locations or sizes; and chimney removal. 

Certificates of Hardship can be granted if the Commission determines that failure to approve an application 

would entail a substantial hardship, financial or otherwise, and that the work would not be a significant detriment 
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to the district. Certificates of Hardship are very uncommon and have not been issued in the last ten years. 

CNA- 2,532 COA-B- 60 COA-NB- 153 Denial NB- 47 Denial-B- 2 

Summary of cases, from January 1, 2015, and December 31, 2025. 

B. Sample Cases, 2015-2025 

Cases resulting from 2025 Zoning amendments 

The recent citywide zoning amendments allow the construction of four-story residential structures with a mini-

mum five-foot setback on the sides and rear, and a minimum 10-foot setback on the front. Projecting bays that do 

not meet grade are allowed to extend into the setbacks by 3.5 feet. On lots that are 5,000 square feet or more, an 

additional two stories are allowed if 20% of the dwelling units meet inclusionary zoning requirements. 

Below is a map showing the number of lots in the Mid Cambridge NCD that are 5,000 square feet or more. Out 

of a total of 1,278 parcels, 467 (36.5%) are 5,000 square feet or more. The largest lots include institutional prop-

erties, such as the Cambridge Rindge and Latin High School, Cambridge Public Library, CHA Cambridge Hospi-

tal, Spaulding Hospital, Youville House, and City Hall Annex. 

Six-story development projects reviewed since the zoning amendments include 60 Ellery Street, 84-86 Ellery 

Street, 88 Ellery Street, and 406 Broadway. 

91%

2%
6% 1%0%

Case Outcomes 2015 - 2025

CNA COA-B COA-NB Denial-NB Denial-B
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Map illustrating lots consisting of 5,000 square feet or more (City of Cambridge GIS Department, 2026). 

The Commission has approved four six-story multifamily housing projects since February 2025 representing ap-

proximately 165 new units and 90,000 GFA of construction. 

1. 60 Ellery Street: Demolish structure and construct 6-story building 

The Commission approved the demolition of a 1923, 9-unit residential brick building and the construction of a 6-

story multi-unit building. Final approval was delegated to the Architects Committee of the Commission, which 

reviewed further revisions to the façade materials and details. The Commission advised using brick and clap-

board instead of metal panels to reflect the residential character of the neighborhood. The Commission also rec-

ommended simplifying the façades, revising the design of the entrance, moving the transformer underground, and 

adding more landscaping. The revised design resulted in one additional unit. 
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Initial proposal    Revised proposal   Approved proposal 

2. 84-86 Ellery Street: Demolish structure and construct 6-story building 

The Commission determined that the existing brick building was significant as a well-preserved example of a 

double house constructed in brick and granite in the Second Empire style. The Commission asked the applicant to 

return with a revised design that preserved the front portion of the building with the addition in the rear. The ap-

plicant agreed and returned to the Commission with a new scheme. The revised proposal was approved and also 

included an Architects Committee meeting scheduled at the applicant’s discretion to further refine the design. 

Original proposal     Revised and approved proposal 

3. 88 Ellery Street: Partial demolition and construction of 6-story building 

The Commission determined that the existing structure, an Italianate style house constructed in 1870, was archi-

tecturally significant, but that the addition in the rear could be demolished. The applicant returned with a proposal 

that preserved the original structure and proposed an addition at the rear. The revised proposal was approved with 

further refinements reviewed at an Architects Committee meeting scheduled at the applicant’s discretion. 

Initial proposal          Revised proposal    Approved proposal 
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4. 406 Broadway: Demolish structure and construct 6-story building 

The Commission approved the demolition of a 1925 brick house and the construction of a 6-story multi-unit 

building. The Commission recommended revising the first floor by reducing the amount of glazing, revising the 

balcony and railing design, and simplifying materials. The project was approved with an Architects Committee 

meeting to review brick detailing, façade revisions, and a revised landscape plan, and reconsideration of the Juliet 

balconies on the rear façade abutting a residence (see figure below). 

 

Initial proposal            Revised proposal        Revised and approved proposal 

Selected Projects Reviewed Before the 2023 Amendments to the Enabling Ordinance 

The Mid Cambridge NCD Commission has repeatedly made improvements in the projects brought for approval 

and achieved success with several important binding reviews of alteration and new construction projects. The 

2023 amendments limiting the commission’s ability to review size and shape of alterations and new construction 

makes such reviews more difficult if not impossible 

1. 123 Hancock Street. 

In 2023, the Commission approved the removal of the ell, enlargement of a dormer, and the construction of a new 

detached dwelling unit behind the 1840 Greek Revival-style house at 123 Hancock Street. The project was re-

vised in response to Commission and public comments regarding the scale, massing, and location of the new 

structure, as well as the configuration of the decks.  

123 Hancock Street, Before          After 
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2. 14 Amory Street 

In 2022, a partially collapsed building at 142 Amory Street was determined by the Board of Survey to be past the 

point of structural rehabilitation and was demolished. The Commission reviewed and approved the construction 

of a two-family residence after the design was revised, which simplified the overall massing, facades, and fenes-

tration. 

3. 75-77 Inman Street 

In 2019, the Commission approved the renovation of the existing Italianate structure at 75 Inman Street built in 

1868, demolition of the rear addition, and the construction of a new addition for an additional unit in the rear. The 

Commission determined that the existing rear addition was not historically significant and that the proposed res-

toration and addition were in keeping with the character of the neighborhood. The applicant was also able to pre-

serve a mature tree in the rear 

75-77 Inman Street, Before and After 

 

142 Amory Street  Before   As proposed     As approved 
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4. Vellucci Plaza 

In 2018, the Commission approved the redesign of Vellucci Plaza in Inman Square, including reducing the size of 

the existing plaza on the west side of Hampshire Street and creating an additional plaza on the east side of the 

street; paving, street furniture, lighting, and other landscape features. Public-owned buildings and properties are 

subject to binding review. 

Vellucci Plaza, before      After  

5. 1500 Cambridge Street 

Also in 2018, the Commission reviewed the proposed demolition of a 1903 commercial building at 1500 Cam-

bridge Street and the construction of three dwellings. The project was revised twice in response to the Commis-

sion’s recommendations regarding the massing, materials, railing details, and entries to make the design look 

more residential and better integrated with the streetscape. The Commission approved the demolition of the 

building and the revised design.  
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6. 20 Sumner Road 

In 2016, the Commission approved the construction of an addition, a solar chimney, window screens, glass enclo-

sure on the front porch, and an ADA ramp, as well as the installation of photovoltaic shingles, replacement of 

windows and siding at 20 Sumner Road, originally built in 1923. The project was part of a larger energy retrofit 

of the structure. The building houses the Harvard Center for Green Buildings and Cities and is intended to be 

used for research to study alterations and energy projects that can be replicated by homeowners 

20 Sumner Road, before     After 

7. 330 Harvard Street. 

In 2016, the Commission approved the renovation and relocation on site of an 1844 Greek Revival structure at 

330 Harvard Street, the demolition of a portion of the ell, and the construction of a new addition and a detached 

two-family dwelling in the rear. 

330 Harvard Street, Before          After 
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8. 344 Broadway 

Also in 2016, the Commission approved installation of a shelter, bike racks, and lockers at the City Hall Annex. 

The Commission recommended eliminating a fence, extending the granite curbing, and adding trees. 

 

Older Cases 

The Mid Cambridge NCD Commission has played a significant role in approving new construction and altera-

tions at several important institutions, including construction projects at Cambridge Hospital and Youville Hospi-

tal, Rindge & Latin High School, Harvard’s two-building CGIS complex on Cambridge Street (1998), the adap-

tive reuse of a storefront for the Swiss Consulate, and restoration and new construction at the Cambridge Public 

Library’s main library (2004). 

1. 449 Broadway – Cambridge Public Library restoration and addition 

The Commission approved the proposed expansion of the Cambridge Public Library at 449 Broadway, the resto-

ration of the historic library, and the renovation and upgrading of the landscape and park facilities of the library 

site. These approvals commenced at a concept level and progressed in a series of subsequent reviews, culminat-

ing in the issuance of a Certificate of Appropriateness in 2004, and continued as needed. 
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2. 420 Broadway, 1968, Swiss Consulate 

In 2006, the Commission approved the addition of a glass pavilion and garden on the roof of 420 Broadway, 

owned and occupied by the Swiss Consulate.  

420 Broadway, before      After 

3. 1456-1464 Cambridge Street 

In 2003, the Commission approved the demolition of a 1922 commercial building at 1456-1464 Cambridge 

Street, and the construction of six townhouses. 

1456-1464 Cambridge Street, before 
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V. Demographic and Housing Analysis (provided by Community Development Department) 

The 2023 amendments requiring a decennial review required that the report contain “information about any 

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

A. Demographic Study 

1. Methodology 

Our best data source for timely demographic data is the American Community Survey (ACS), a sample 

survey conducted each year by the Census Bureau. Most estimates in the ACS are available at the block 

group level, which is the second smallest Census geography. The Census Bureau updates these bounda-

ries at each Decennial Census. The map below shows the 2010 and 2020 block groups that are mostly or 

entirely within the boundary of the Mid Cambridge NCD. The alignment is close, with some extra par-

cels included along the west and south edges of the NCD and some differences between 2010 and 2020 

block group boundaries apparent at the northeast corner.1 The alignment is close enough to create a de-

mographic picture of the NCD, however, and to make comparisons between the 2010-2014 ACS (which 

uses the 2010 boundaries) and the 2020-2024 ACS (which is the most recent and uses the 2020 bounda-

ries). Since the ACS is a sample survey, we use the pooled 5-year results to reduce the uncertainty of the 

estimates.  

Census Block 

Groups that 

intersect the 

NCD 

 

 
1 According to FY2026 Land Use layer, there are 25 residential units in the area of the 2020 block groups that does not in-
tersect with the NCD boundary (red area in northeast corner). There are 9 residential units in the NCD area that is not cov-
ered by either the 2010 or 2020 block groups (green area in northeast corner). 
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2. Census Data for Matching Blocks 

Statistic ACS 2010-2014 ACS 2020-2024 

 
Estimate 

Margin of 

Error (+/-) 
Estimate 

Margin of Er-

ror (+/-) 

Housing Units 6,506 303 6,894 554 

Occupied Housing Units 5,904 (91%) 308 6,144 (89%) 518 

Renter Occupied 3,824 (65%) 297 3,872 (63%) 390 

Owner Occupied 2,080 (35%) 229 2,272 (37%) 392 

Population 11,641 736 12,627 1,165 

Population Under 18 1,115 (10%) 262 1,322 (10%) 321 

Population 65+ 1,395 (12%) 225 2,151 (17%) 412 

Asian Alone Population 1,384 (12%) 296 2,760 (22%) 584 

Black or African American 

Alone Population 
603 (5%) 267 470 (4%) 177 

White Alone Population 8,970 (77%) 627 8,023 (64%) 974 

Two or More Races Population 483 (4%) 254 1,118 (9%) 293 

Hispanic Population2 792 (7%) 274 734 (6%) 240 

Individuals in Poverty 1,893 (16%) 493 1,020 (8%) 296 

 

3. Discussion 

Comparing the 2010-2014 ACS estimates to the 2020-2024 estimates will give us an idea of de-

mographic changes in the Mid Cambridge NCD. Note that since the ACS is a sample survey, the 

values are estimates with an associated margin of error. When the range of the estimate from one 

year (the estimate +/- the margin of error) does not overlap with the range from another year, that 

is known as a “statistically significant” difference. 

• The shares of occupied, renter occupied, and owner-occupied housing units did not change sig-

nificantly. 

• The total population increased by 8%, though the difference is not statistically significant. 

• There was an increase in the share of the population age 65+ from 12% to 17%. 

• The largest changes among racial and ethnic groups were the near doubling of the share of the 

Asian Alone population and an increase from 4% to 9% in the population of two or more races.  

• The share of the population in poverty decreased from 16% to 8%. 

According to the 2020-2024 ACS, the population of the Mid Cambridge NCD study area: 

 
2 In the categorization system of the ACS, Hispanic ethnicity is considered separately from race. 
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• Has a smaller share of renter households than the city as a whole, with 63% vs. 67% citywide 

• Is older than the city in general, with 17% age 65 or over vs. 12% citywide 

• Has a somewhat larger share of Asian residents, with 22% vs. 20% citywide 

• Has a smaller share of Black residents, with 4% vs. 10% citywide 

• Has a larger share of White residents, with 64% vs. 56% citywide 

• Has a smaller share of Hispanic residents, with 6% vs. 9% citywide 

B. Housing Study 

1. Methodology 

We can also learn about characteristics and changes in the Mid Cambridge NCD from the Assessor’s 

property database. The City Assessor provides property data going back to FY2016 up to the current 

fiscal year on our Open Data site. Here we will look at data from assessments for fiscal years 2016, 

2021, and 2026. We can use this data to study changes in use and assessed values in the NCD at the 

parcel level. This analysis includes only those parcels within the NCD boundary and is unrelated to 

Census block group geography. 

2. Assessing Data for Mid Cambridge Parcels 

Statistic FY2016 FY2021 FY2026 

Parcels 1,299 1,299 1,298 

Buildings 1,369 1,377 1,378 

Total Assessed Value $3,784,859,883 $5,738,575,300 $6,628,123,148 

Average Assessed Value $2,913,672 $4,417,687 $5,106,412 

Average Assessed Value of Single-Fam-

ily Homes 
$1,139,751 $1,751,958 $2,231,631 

Single-Family Homes 283 290 293 

Single-Family Homes w/Auxiliary 

Apartment 
15 14 12 

Two-Family Homes 237 222 211 

Three-Family Homes 136 135 127 

4-8 Unit Apartment Buildings 68 65 61 

9+ Unit Apartment Buildings 61 54 55 

Condo Units 2,481 2,527 2,582 

Average Assessed Value of Condo Units $522,328 $772,375 $897,387 

Condo Buildings 413 435 463 

Owner-Occupied Properties 1,861 1,632 1,572 

Parcels with Non-Residential Uses 123 118 117 

 

https://data.cambridgema.gov/Assessing/Cambridge-Property-Database-FY2016-FY2024/eey2-rv59/about_data
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3. Discussion 

The data from the property database for the NCD over the period from FY2016 – FY2026 shows: 

• A large increase in assessed values, with the average value of single-family homes nearly doubling to 

$2.2 million and a 72% increase in the average assessed value of condo units. 

• Decreases in the numbers of two- and three-family homes and apartment buildings reflect condo conver-

sions: 32 parcels that were one of those housing types in 2016 were condo buildings in 2026, represent-

ing 85 condo units. 

• Properties claiming the owner-occupied tax exemption decreased by 16%. 

 

C. Additional Comparisons 

The Land Use Data on the Open Data Portal is a revised version of the property database that provides a 

better representation of property uses and counts of residential units in Cambridge. Combining this with 

the GIS parcel and building footprint layers lets us make some additional comparisons between residen-

tial development in Mid Cambridge and the city as a whole. 

Statistic Mid Cambridge NCD Citywide 

Lot area per dwelling unit (sq. ft.) 1,053 1,144 

Population density based on 2020 Census 

(people/sq. mile) 
34,188 18,591 

Share of lot area covered by buildings for 

parcels with residential buildings 
41.9% 36.6% 

 

 

https://data.cambridgema.gov/Planning/Land-Use-Data-2023/dnyu-v8e9/about_data
https://www.cambridgema.gov/GIS/gisdatadictionary/Assessing/FY2024/ASSESSING_ParcelsFY2024
https://www.cambridgema.gov/GIS/gisdatadictionary/Basemap/BASEMAP_Buildings
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VI. Guidance on Changes to Mid Cambridge NCD and Neighborhood Discussion 

The 2023 amendments requiring a decennial review required that the report contain “Guidance on recom-

mended changes to the boundaries, guidelines, and/or procedures of the NCD, if there are any.” 

CHC staff conducted public outreach through district-wide mailings, online public meetings, walking tours, 

and public hearings to gather ideas and recommendations for meeting Council goals while more effectively 

protecting the District. 

Public Meetings 

Homeowners in the district were notified through mailings using addresses from the Assessor’s Office. An 

Every Door Direct mailing through the U.S. Post Office was also utilized to reach a wider swath of residents, 

including tenants. The Every Door Direct mailing went to every address within the Mid Cambridge NCD. 

The City’s Communications and Community Engagement Office assisted by distributing a flyer and engag-

ing residents. Meeting minutes are included in the Appendix. 

April 27, 2026: CHC staff held a public online meeting to explain the Decennial Review process, provide a 

brief history of the district, the Commission’s jurisdiction, a summary of cases from the last ten years, and 

specific examples of alterations, infill projects, and demolition and new construction. Staff also described the 

recent city-wide zoning changes and the resulting implications for the district.  

Comments included questions regarding the new multi-family housing zoning, the outcome of non binding 

review processes and representative project examples. Staff also answered questions and discussed upcoming 

walking tours. Other comments included: 

• Question regarding how the 20% affordable units is calculated for 6-story structures. Staff responded 

that calculating the affordability requirement by floor area rather than by unit count allow some af-

fordable units to larger, multi-bedroom units suitable for families and noted that details are managed 

by the Community Development Department (CDD) staff. 

• Request for more information regarding the non-binding denials, including outcomes of those pro-

jects. Staff replied that they would look into this for the report and noted that the value of the Com-

mission's review process extends beyond formal approvals and denials, that property owners often 

gain a better understanding of their buildings and of preservation principles as a result. 

• Questions regarding the upcoming walking tours — such as what information would be shared with 

participants that is relevant to gathering input for the report. Staff responded that the tours will draw 

on cases reviewed by the Commission, and to discuss potential development in areas such as Ellery 

Street and Broadway. 

• Question regarding developers who refused to consider the Commission's suggestions, citing as-of-

right entitlement to proceed without changes. Ms. Burks said she had not encountered this in recent 

years — not for roughly the last 15 to 20 years. Mr. Sullivan and Ms. Crosbie agreed, noting that 

while developers are not always pleased to appear before the Commission, those they have worked 

with have generally been cooperative with the review process. 

May 18, 2026: CHC staff held a public online meeting and presented a slide show providing a detailed exam-

ination of the NCD Commission’s purview, including binding and non-binding review processes and repre-

sentative project examples. Staff also answered questions and discussed upcoming walking tours. 

Public comments included the following: 

• Questions on the review process and public feedback 

• Why are developers required to have a meeting with neighbors in the NCDs when there are 
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Commission reviews? 

• In-person Commission meetings would be more conducive to a productive dialog. 

• All reviews should be binding or developers won’t comply. The recent developments have been very 

concerning. 

June 22, 2026: CHC staff held a public online meeting to present a draft of proposed revisions to the Mid 

Cambridge NCD Order, including general objectives, review authority, review criteria, and exemptions from 

review. 

Public comments included the following: 

• Investor-driven redevelopment is making the neighborhood less equitable, less diverse, and less afford-

able by displacing existing tenants in favor of higher-end units.  

• Question about dropping the “protect National Register structures,” since binding review already co-

vers such structures, but suggested it still be named explicitly, given the legal duty involved. Staff 

agreed there is no reason it couldn't be called out as a goal. 

• The proposed changes as essentially restating what Council already intended in 2023 and expressed 

skepticism that the revisions will produce real change and questioned whether NCDs still serve a pur-

pose given the shift toward multifamily zoning citywide. 

• Request for clearer criteria defining the trade-off between retaining significant buildings and support-

ing density — e.g., roughly half of recent reviews have hinged on “significance” determinations — and 

suggested the goals could lean further toward density. 

• Questions on where the line is drawn between preserving buildings that reflect the neighborhood's his-

tory (e.g., long-standing triple-deckers and small apartment buildings) versus replacing them with 

much larger new construction. 

• Staff responded to several of the comments and questions and acknowledged the goals can be in ten-

sion (density vs. character conservation) and said reconciling them is the Commission's core function, 

exercised as collective judgment. He noted Mid-Cambridge's history is more economically and racially 

diverse than commonly assumed and cited a historically Black community near the old Longfellow 

School/City Hall Annex predating the Civil War, and a 19th-century working-class layer beneath the 

neighborhood's better-known estate history. He explained that this layered history factors into signifi-

cance determinations. 

• Say “retaining significant buildings or significant aspects of buildings,” since in some current projects 

only a facade, not the whole structure, merits preservation; cited similar partial-retention practice in 

Boston's South End. 

• Add affordability as a consideration — encouraging a mix of price points in new projects to preserve 

economic diversity. 

• Questioned whether a renter-representation requirement should be added to the Commission and ques-

tioned whether binding review is necessary to achieve the Commission's goals, given it can be used to 

delay or block housing. Ms. Crosbie replied that the NCD Commission currently has several renters. 

Mr. Sullivan spoke to the permanence of demolition. 

• Why don’t the proposed goals address project timeliness directly? 

• Comment on maintaining the quality of life for residents and suggested that the reference to economic 

vitality should be retained as a goal. 
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• How will the Order protect existing renters from displacement, and requested explicit language protect-

ing the neighborhood's landscape character, not just buildings. 

• Terms like “significant,” “diversity,” and “density” are or could be further defined, given they mean 

different things to different people, and suggested “buildings and landscape” in the first goal. Staff 

noted “significance” draws on definitions developed since the 1966 National Historic Preservation Act 

and said the final report will clarify these terms further. 

• Could the Order specify material or design characteristics (citing other municipalities' brick-percent-

age-style requirements) to keep new density-driven construction visually consistent with the neighbor-

hood.  

• The Architects Committee meetings have been invaluable for the neighborhood and noted that archi-

tects want design guidelines. Delays on the 60 Ellery St. project were driven by the developer's own 

scheduling, not the Commission process. Also noted developers there had proposed materials rated to 

last only 25 years. 

• Without clear design guidelines, it's unreasonable to expect timely reviews — architects need defined 

standards (e.g., minimum brick percentage) rather than open-ended discretion.  

• The city, beyond the NCD, should adopt design guidelines for single-family homes and duplexes (cur-

rently mostly addressed only for larger multifamily projects). 

• The City could better honor the historic Black community that was described by removing barriers to 

affordable housing for similarly situated residents today, rather than treating goals as inherently in con-

flict, and stated that current zoning reform is about applying equal rules city-wide rather than preserv-

ing neighborhood-specific outcomes. 

Walking Tours 

Cambridge Historical Commission staff hosted two free walking tours through the District. On May 28, 2026, the 

tour covered an area of Mid Cambridge north of Broadway. A second tour was conducted on June 13, 2026, fo-

cusing on the neighborhood south of Broadway. The tours highlighted the development of the neighborhood as 

well as recent projects reviewed by the Commission. Attendees were able to ask questions about the district. 

Hearings Before the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission and the Cambridge Historical Commission, October 7 

and October 8, 2026 

[To be added.] 
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VII. Assessment of Diversity and Representation on the Mid Cambridge NCD 

The 2023 amendments requiring a decennial review required that the report contain an “assessment of progress 

toward achieving council diversity and representation goals for the NCD.” 

The Mid Cambridge NCD Commission is currently comprised of seven members and two alternates from a range 

of educational and professional backgrounds. Members include architects, an urban planner, an academic advisor, 

an attorney, an editor, an engineer, and a consultant. All the commissioners live in the district, including four 

renters and five homeowners. Membership is over 50% female (five of nine) and includes a wide range of ages. 

Ethnicities include Middle Eastern/North African, Asian/East Indian, Hispanic/Latino, and White/Caucasian. 

CHC staff has worked with the City Manager’s office to solicit new members who represent the diversity of the 

neighborhood in terms of age, race, ethnicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, and property ownership or ten-

ancy. Appointments reflect the City’s goals for anti-racism, diversity, equity, and inclusion. 

A recent resignation and relocation have resulted in two vacancies to be filled. As of September 30, 2026, inter-

views have been completed and recommended appointments are ready to be submitted to the City Manager. 

VIII. Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

Since its establishment in 1985, the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission has reviewed over 7,600 cases ranging 

from minor exterior alterations to additions, new construction, and demolition for residential, institutional, and 

commercial properties within the district.  

The day-to-day operations of the NCD Commission have proceeded without major incident. Disruptions in work 

schedules are avoided through close communication between city staff, owners, and project teams. The volume of 

cases requiring public hearings has remained low (9%), which is typical of Historic Districts and NCDs in Cam-

bridge. These cases tend to be larger projects which may require additional review by other City Boards. With 

91% of cases approved administratively by staff within a matter of days, the NCD does not cause extensive delay 

or expense to the permitting process.  

The Commission continues to achieve the goal stated in the original Study Committee Report, “to provide a 

means by which the residents and property owners of Mid Cambridge, together with the city government, can 

influence the nature of change in the physical character of the neighborhood. It is recognized that Mid Cambridge 

can and should change and evolve. The purpose of the NCD is not to arrest change, much of which is desirable, 

but rather to influence it for the best interests of the neighborhood.”  

The NCD conserves the unique character of a dynamic and ever-changing neighborhood. The neighborhood re-

tains its historic character, walkability, and distinctiveness through the preservation of character-defining ele-

ments. The NCD has not hampered progress, nor has it impeded City Council goals to increase access to afforda-

ble housing, promote sustainable use of energy, and resiliency. The Commission hearings provide a forum for 

neighbors to engage in the city planning process.  

Of the 2,532 permit applications submitted in the past ten years, two received binding denials, and 47 received 

non-binding (advisory) denials. The forum provided by NCD Commission meetings and staff reviews has re-

sulted in residential rehabilitation and led to greater preservation activity. This report documents a small sample 

of the many instances when NCD commission review has resulted in measurable benefits to the proponent and to 

the community at large.  

• The 2023 amendments to Chapter 2.78 limiting NCD commission jurisdiction over size and shape of ad-

ditions and new construction and the multifamily zoning amendments of 2025 radically altered the scope 

and focus of the Mid Cambridge NCD’s mission. While the Commission has responded positively to the 
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City Council’s goals for housing production, the inefficiencies and contradictions of the 1992 Mid Cam-

bridge Order have only become more apparent. The existing district order of 1992 incorporates many ref-

erences to zoning in the review criteria and refers to the prior jurisdiction of the Commission to be more 

flexible or more restrictive than the zoning code allows. This also order differs in many respects from the 

other NCD district orders in terms of procedures and references to dimensional regulations and land use. 

This has long been confusing and no longer seems functional. This Report presents a new, proposed 

Council Order that would renew the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District with goals and 

procedures aligned with current priorities. The 1992 Order alluded to the reasons for designation as de-

scribed in the 1985 Study Report without restating them. They are now included in the proposed Order. 

• Membership requirements have been amended to reflect the 2023 amendments to Ch. 2.78, Art. III. 

• The review authority of the district has been amended to allow non-binding reviews by CHC staff of 

freestanding ADUs less than 900 square feet (or less than 750 sf if an addition) and certain alterations to 

buildings not listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 

• Review authority is extended to successive applications for permits adding square footage that are indi-

vidually non-binding but cumulatively meet a threshold for binding review. 

• Review criteria have been amended to reflect recent amendments to the enabling ordinance. 

• The role of subcommittees in reviewing projects for approval has been clarified. 

• The educational requirements have been clarified. 

• The provision for fees has been deleted as not in conformance with city policies. 

• Review procedures have been simplified and streamlined. 

By including ADUs and the above modest alterations to properties in the district as non-binding/staff review, ap-

plicants and homeowners will no longer have to wait for a monthly public meeting of the Commission, as staff 

will provide insight and comment on projects and their appropriateness before granting a Certificate. The appli-

cant will have the ability to address these comments or pursue the permit as originally applied.  

Where a review by the Commission is determined by the change in square footage, such review shall be based on 

the cumulative total of such changes in the past three years preceding the date of application for a building per-

mit, as determined by certificates of occupancy or zoning compliance or building permits issued and/or still in 

force during that three-year period. 

Exemptions from review allowed in Ch. 2.78, Art. III are now listed in the Order. Exemptions are projects that 

have little impact on the district and thus do not require extensive review. These cases are approved administra-

tively when received in the online permitting system. Exemptions including accessibility features and climate 

resiliency improvements included in the amendments to Chapter 2.78 in 2023 are also listed in the proposed Or-

der.  

In addition to rewriting and simplifying the Order, a new set of design guidelines have been drafted to provide a 

baseline for the decision-making process when alterations are proposed for properties in the District. The guide-

lines cover exterior surfaces; masonry; windows and doors; roofs and gutters; chimneys; porches and overhangs; 

new construction/additions; streetscapes; and demolition. The proposed guidelines do not discourage or prevent 

or prevent change from occurring but offer preferred options when dealing with original character-defining archi-

tectural features. The proposed guidelines can be found in Appendix E. 

No changes to the district’s boundaries are recommended at this time.  
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X. Appendices 

H. Map of the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 

I. Order Establishing the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 

J. Proposed Order Renewing the Mid Cambridge NCD 

K. Present Guidelines for Determining the Appropriateness of Proposed Construction Projects 

L. Proposed Design Guidelines 

M. Minutes of the Decennial Review public meetings  

N. Public Comments  
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Appendix A: 

Map of the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 
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Appendix B: 

1992 Order Establishing the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 

City of Cambridge 

Calendar Item Number 6 

IN CITY COUNCIL 

June 8, 1992 

COUNCILLOR MYERS 

ORDERED_: That the following amendment to the 1985 City Council Order establishing the Mid 

Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District as set forth in the FINAL STUDY 

REPORT FOR- AMENDING THE ORDER OF THE MID CAMBRIDGE DIS-

TRICT dated June 28, -1991 be and hereby is adopted and reads as follows: 

I. Designation of Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District: 

Pursuant to section 2.78.140-270 of Article III of Chapter 2.78 of the General Ordinances of the City-of 

Cambridge (designation procedures), there is hereby designated as a neighborhood conservation district 

the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District having the boundaries set forth on the map en-

titled “Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District," as designated by the Cambridge City 

Council-January 21, 1985 (for purposes of this Order, the "District"), which District shall be adminis-

tered by a commission to be known as the "Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Com-

mission" (for purposes of this Order, the·"Commission"), appointed by the City Manager pursuant to 

paragraph (A)·of Section 2.78.160. The reasons for the designation of the District are those set forth in 

the designation report (for purposes of this Order, the "Report"), of the study committee and as ap-

proved by the Historical Commission with respect to said District, which reasons shall guide the Com-

mission in its administration of the District. 

II. Membership 

Pursuant to paragraph (A) of Section 2.78.160 (membership requirements) the Mid Cambridge Neigh-

borhood Conservation District shall consist of five members and three alternates appointed by the City 

Manager and have qualifications as defined in paragraph (3), with the additional requirements that one 

neighborhood resident member of the Commission shall be a tenant, the neighborhood property owner 

member shall be a resident of the District, and all alternate members shall be resident property owners 

of the District. No member of any other appointed board or commission, with the exception of· at least 

one member of the Cambridge Historical Commission, shall serve on the Commission. 

III. Review Authority. 

The authority of the Commission shall extend to the following two required categories of review of pro-

posed changes in the District: 

A. The Commission may make non-binding recommendations for any of the following that are visible 

from a public way: 

1. New construction, including additions to existing structures of more than 150 and less than 

750 square feet of floor area; 

2. Alteration of the exterior appearance of a structure that requires a variance or special permit 

under the zoning ordinance then in effect; 

3. Alteration involving any of the following: 

a. removal or enclosure of any historic or original decorative element, such as a cor-

nice, fascia, soffit, bay, porch, hood, corner-board, window sash, or window or door 
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casing; 

b. increase or diminishment of the size and/or change in the location of windows or 

doors; 

c. increase or diminishment of the slope, pitch, or configuration of a roof or removal of 

historic or original roofing material. 

B. The Commission may make binding recommendations for that portion of any of the following that 

are visible from a public way: 

1. New construction, including additions to existing structures, involving any of the following: 

a. more than 750 square feet of floor area; 

b. more than 33% of the lot area not already occupied by structures; 

c. enlargement of the floor area of an existing structure by more than 33%; 

2. Demolition of 33% or more of the floor area of an existing structure not originally used to 

garage automobiles, including relocation of an existing structure onto or off of a site. 

3. Any alteration -or construction -of the following: 

a. structures listed on ·the-National Register of Historic Places, except those subject to 

Historical Commission review; 

b. publicly owned structures; 

c.  structures containing or proposed to contain non-conforming uses. 

Where a review by the Commission is determined by the change in lot area covered by structures or the 

change in the floor area of structures on a lot, such review shall be based on the cumulative total of such 

changes in the past three years preceding the date of application for a building permit, as determined by 

certificates of occupancy or zoning compliance or building permits issued and/or still in force during 

that three year period. 

IV. Review Criteria to be Considered by the Commission 

The Commission shall apply certain criteria in addition to those contained in Section 2.78.220 in con-

sidering applications for certificates of appropriateness, nonapplicability, and hardship. 

General Criteria. All applications shall be considered in terms of the impact of the proposed new con-

struction or alteration, relocation or demolition of an existing building on the District as a whole, and in 

addition with regard to the potential adverse effects of the proposed construction, alteration, relocation 

or demolition on the surrounding properties and on the immediate streetscape and the economic assess-

ment of the alternatives to the proposed action. 

A. General objectives shall be to: 

1. Avoid excessive infill; 

2. Encourage new construction which complements existing buildings; 

3. Encourage preservation of neighborhood buildings; 

4. Protect National Register structures; and 

5. Enhance the economic vitality of the neighborhood. 

B. Construction of a New Building and Alterations to Existing Buildings. Review of the design of a 

proposed new building, relocated building, or applicable alteration of an existing building, shall be 

made with regard to the compatibility of the building with its surroundings, and the following ele-

ments of the project shall be among those considered: - 

1. site layout; 

2. provisions for parking; 

3. volume and dimensions of the building; 
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4. provisions £or open space and landscaping; 

5. the scale of the building in relation to its surroundings; and 

6. the changes to existing buildings as related to new construction. 

C. Demolition or Relocation of an Existing Building. The Commission shall apply the provisions of 

Section 2.147(k) with regard to the proposed demolition of an existing building, and in addition 

shall consider the following factors: 

1. the physical condition of· the building; 

2. a claim of substantial hardship, financial or otherwise, for the owner or occupants; 

and 

3. the design of the proposed ·replacement-structures, if any. 

V. Determinations by the Commission. 

The determinations of the Commission shall be binding regarding activities detailed in paragraph 3B of. 

this order. and shall be expressed through the issuance of certificates of appropriateness, nonapplicabil-

ity, or· hardship. Any determination may contain conditions as the Commission determines to be neces-

sary to fulfill the objectives of the District. Such conditions may impose limitations stricter than the ap-

plicable zoning regulations only to the extent of a one-third reduction in (1) the additional floor area or 

(2) additional dwelling units permitted on the site, or a one-third reduction or one-half increase in the 

number of parking-spaces required by zoning, except that in the case of a building damaged by fire that 

structure may be rehabilitated to its full extent prior to the fire. 

In imposing binding conditions with the issuance of a certificate, or in denying a certificate, a concur-

ring vote of at least four (4) of the members of the Commission shall be required. 

All determinations that impose restrictions on an applicant shall be in written form stating the findings 

of facts and the standards and criteria upon which the restrictions were found to be necessary. All deter-

minations shall be available for inspection at the office of the Cambridge Historical Commission. In no 

case shall a building permit be issued until the Commission has made a determination under the provi-

sions of Section 2.78.140-270. 

VI. Education and Incentive Program.  

The Commission shall, in cooperation with the Cambridge Historical Commission, conduct an ongoing 

educational program in the district to make known the objectives of the District and the Commission, to 

encourage preservation of the District's historical character, and to make available information to ad-

vance and encourage voluntary protection of the District's distinctive architecture. 

The regulatory provisions of this Order shall not take effect until an initial appropriation of $10,000 to 

the Cambridge Historical Commission is made by the City Council to support such an educational pro-

gram and further provided that an additional $5;000 is so appropriated in each subsequent fiscal year. 

Should the additional funding not be appropriated for any given fiscal year the regulatory provisions of 

this Order shall not be enforced for any application for a building permit made after July 1 of that fiscal 

year or until such appropriation is made. 

VII. Fees. 

The Commission may establish a schedule of fees which may be mandatory for those activities subject to 

review under paragraph III.B of this Order. All other fees shall be voluntary. 

VIII. Coordination with Other Agencies and Boards. 

The Board of Zoning Appeal, Board of Appeals, Building Commission, Mid Cambridge Neighborhood 

Conservation District Commission, and other City boards, agencies, and officials are directed to 
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coordinate all review, hearing, permitting, and other procedures relative to physical changes within the 

District to the extent practicable, consistent with their respective responsibilities. 

IX. Procedure. 

In addition to the provisions of Section 2.78.220 and 2.78.230 of the enabling ordinance, the Commis-

sion shall observe the following procedural requirements: 

A. For any· review for which the recommendations are not binding, as detailed in paragraph III.A of 

this Order, the Commission shall review the application at a public meeting of the Commission. 

The Commission shall give not less than forty-eight hours notice of such public meeting by pub-

licly posting such notice in the office of the city clerk. In addition, notice of any meeting provided 

for in this ordinance shall be given by the Commission to the applicant and to abutters of the sub-

ject property and to such other persons and in such manner as the Commission may determine. 

The Commission may among other forms of notice require that the applicant·maintain·on the 

building which is the subject of an application a notice, in a form designated by the Commission, 

visible from the nearest public way, of any meeting upon the application, and the applicant shall 

comply with such requirements. Final recommendations shall be made available to the applicant 

within thirty (30) days of an application for a certificate. 

B. For any review for which the recommendations are binding, as detailed in paragraph III,B of this 

Order, the issuance of the appropriate certificate shall be made within forty-five (45) days of an 

application for a certificate. 

C. Failure of the Commission to act within the time periods specified in this Section shall mean ap-

proval of the application for a certificate and the Commission shall thereupon issue a certificate of 

hardship unless an extension of time is granted by the applicant in writing· 

D. Where a public hearing is held by the Commission, notice shall be given to property owners and 

tenants of property required to receive such notice under Chapter 40C using the current street list-

ing maintained by the Cambridge Election Commission. Such notification shall be considered ed-

ucational expense under the provisions of -section VI of this order. 

E. In addition to any appeal allowed pursuant to·section·2.78.240, the Commission may agree to 

the·appointment·of·an arbitrator acceptable to both the Commission and the applicant who would 

make recommendations to both parties where disagreement between the Commission and the ap-

plicant persists. 

F. Four members shall constitute a quorum for the Commission. 

X. Appeals. 

Any person aggrieved by a determination of the Commission may appeal to the Cambridge Historical 

Commission within twenty-one (21) days after the filing of such determination with the City Clerk, as· 

governed by the provisions of Chapter 40C of the Massachusetts General Laws, Section 2. 78. 240 of 

the Code of the City of Cambridge, and any regulation promulgated by the Cambridge Historical Com-

mission. 

XI. Ordinary Maintenance. 

Nothing in this Order shall be construed to prevent the ordinary maintenance, repair or replacement of 

any exterior architectural feature of the District which does not involve a change in design or materials: 

or the outward appearance thereof, nor to prevent landscaping with plants, trees, or shrubs, nor con-

strued to prevent the meeting of requirements certified by a duly authorized public officer to be neces-

sary for public safety because of an unsafe or dangerous condition. 
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In City Council June 8, 1992 

Adopted by a yea and nay vote: 

Yeas -9; Nays: 0 Absent 0. 

Attest: D. Margaret Drury, Temporary City Clerk.-. 

A true- copy: 

Attest: D. Margaret Drury Temporary City Clerk 
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Appendix C: 

Proposed Order Renewing the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District: 

 

I. Designation of Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District: 

Pursuant to section 2.78.140-270 of Article III of Chapter 2.78 of the General Ordinances of the City-of 

Cambridge (designation procedures), there is hereby renewed as a neighborhood conservation district 

the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District, having the boundaries set forth on the map 

entitled “Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District," as originally designated by the Cam-

bridge City Council-January 21, 1985 and subsequently amended by Council Order adopted on June 8, 

1992 (for purposes of this Order, the "District"), which District shall be administered by a commission 

to be known as the "Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Commission" (for purposes of 

this Order, the "Commission"), appointed by the City Manager pursuant to paragraph (A)·of Section 

2.78.160. The reasons for the designation of the District are those set forth in the designation report (for 

purposes of this Order, the "Report") and as set forth in Paragraph II below, which reasons shall guide 

the Commission in its administration of the District.  

II. Reasons for Designation 

The Mid Cambridge neighborhood developed between the mid-nineteenth century and the onset of the 

Great Depression and reflects nearly every architectural style from that era—Greek Revival, Italianate, 

Mansard, Queen Anne, and Classical Revival among them. Its physical character is marked by great di-

versity including triple-deckers, apartment buildings, and one- and two-family houses of all sizes; brick, 

wood, and shingle exteriors; flat and various pitched rooflines. Along with the buildings, character is 

derived from the streets and spaces, textures and details, and vistas that are woven into the fabric of the 

neighborhood. The character of Mid Cambridge also includes the neighborhood's social and cultural di-

versity.  

Pressures for change threaten the District’s diverse architectural character, which this measure seeks to 

preserve, conserve and protect from adverse environmental influences. The Order will accomplish this 

purpose by establishing a process for guiding changes to properties in the District while ensuring that 

additions and alterations to properties are compatible with the character of the District, by offering a fo-

rum for community dialogue about proposed changes to properties in the District, by providing tech-

nical assistance to District property owners on issues of conservation and preservation, and by fostering 

wider public appreciation of the District, and will thereby promote the public welfare by making the 

District a more attractive and desirable place in which to live, work, and visit. 

III. Membership 

Pursuant to Section 2.78.160, membership of the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission shall be selected 

and appointed as follows: 

The City Manager shall appoint a neighborhood conservation district commission to consist of seven 

members and three alternates who shall, by reason of experience or education, have demonstrable 

knowledge and concern for improvement, conservation, and enhancement of the district, and whose 

https://library.municode.com/ma/cambridge/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT2ADPE_CH2.78HIBULA_ARTIIIESNECODIPRLA_2.78.180DEPR
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composition represents the diversity of the designated neighborhood in terms of age, race, ethnicity, 

gender identity, sexual orientation, and property ownership or tenancy. Appointments shall reflect the 

City's goals for anti-racism, diversity, equity, and inclusion. Members and alternates must have the abil-

ity to work and interact effectively with individuals and groups with a variety of identities, cultures, 

backgrounds, and ideologies. The membership shall be as follows: 

Member 1. District homeowner 

Member 2. District renter 

Member 3. District resident 

Member 4. District resident 

Member 5. District business operator/owner or District resident 

Member 6. Cambridge resident 

Member 7. Cambridge resident with professional qualifications 

Alternate 1. District resident 

Alternate 2. District resident 

Alternate 3. District resident 

IV.. Review Authority. 

The authority of the NCD Commission shall extend to the review of all construction, demolition, or al-

teration that affects exterior architectural features visible from a public way, other than color, within the 

District, except as otherwise provided in this Order. The following required categories of review shall 

apply. 

A. The Commission shall make binding recommendations for any of the following that are visible 

from a public way: 

1. Construction of a detached building more than 900 square feet of floor area 

2. Construction of an addition more than 750 square feet of floor area 

3. Demolition, including:  

a. complete removal of a structure or relocation of an existing structure onto or off of a 

site, 

b. demolition of more than 33% of a building’s footprint 

4. Any alteration -or construction -of the following: 

a. properties listed on the National Register of Historic Places, except those subject to 

Historical Commission review; 

b. publicly owned properties; 

Where a review by the Commission is determined by the change in square footage, such review shall be 

based on the cumulative total of such changes in the past three years preceding the date of application 

for a building permit, as determined by certificates of occupancy or zoning compliance or building per-

mits issued and/or still in force during that three-year period. 

B. The Mid Cambridge NCD administrator or CHC staff shall conduct a non-binding review for 

any of the following that are visible from a public way: 

1. Additions to an existing structure of more than 150 and less than 750 square feet of floor area;  
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2. New construction of a free-standing accessory dwelling unit (ADU) less than 900 square feet 

or an addition for an ADU under 750 square feet 

3. Alterations involving any of the following (except for properties described in Paragraph A.4 

that are public buildings or not on the National Register): 

a. removal or raising of a roof or portions of a roof to add less than 750 square feet 

b. removal or enclosure of any historic or original decorative element, such as siding, 

cornice, fascia, soffit, bay, porch, hood, corner-board, window sash, or window or 

door casing; 

c. increase or diminishment of the size and/or change in the location of windows or 

doors; 

d. increase or diminishment of the slope, pitch, or configuration of a roof or removal of 

historic or original roofing material. 

e. Fences or walls (or combination thereof) over 7 feet in height 

C. Exemptions. The authority of the Commission shall not extend to the review of the following 

categories of architectural features, and features so excluded may be constructed or altered without 

review by the Commission: 

1. Interior alterations. 

2. Paint color. 

3. Accessibility features. 

4. Climate resilient improvements. 

5. The alteration of the exterior of an existing structure in a manner that does not increase or 

diminish the size of the structure, and that does not require the removal of any cornice, fas-

cia, soffit, bay,·porch, hood, cornerboard, or window or door casing, or any other protruding 

decorative element, and that does not alter the shape of a roof. 

6. The installation or alteration of flush skylights that do not cover more than one-third the area 

of the roof plane in which they are installed. 

7. Permanent signs of a professional nature that comply with the Zoning Code, lawn statuary, 

zoning-exempt or temporary signs, and recreational equipment, subject to such conditions as 

to dimension, location, lighting and similar matters as the Commission may specify, 

8. Terraces, walks, driveways, sidewalks and similar structures substantially at grade level 

which are not to be used for parking, 

9. Storm doors and storm windows, screens, window air conditioners, lighting fixtures, anten-

nae and trelliswork, 

10. Fences under 7 feet in height, 

11. Public infrastructure including streets, traffic devices and signs, sidewalks, bike lanes. 

D. Ordinary Maintenance. Nothing in this Order shall be construed to prevent the ordinary mainte-

nance, repair or replacement of any exterior architectural feature of the District which does not 
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involve a change in design or materials: or the outward appearance thereof, nor to prevent landscap-

ing with plants, trees, or shrubs, nor construed to prevent the meeting of requirements certified by a 

duly authorized public officer to be necessary for public safety because of an unsafe or dangerous 

condition. 

V. Review Criteria to be Considered by the Commission 

The Commission shall apply certain criteria contained in Section 2.78.220 of the Municipal Code in 

considering applications for certificates of appropriateness, non-applicability, and hardship. 

A. General Criteria. All applications shall be considered in terms of the impact of the proposed 

new construction or alteration, relocation or demolition of an existing building on the District as 

a whole, and in addition with regard to the potential adverse effects of the proposed construc-

tion, alteration, relocation or demolition on the surrounding properties and on the immediate 

streetscape. 

B. General objectives shall be to: 

1. Preserve original architectural features by retaining significant buildings or architectural de-

tails that reflect the history of the neighborhood. 

2. Encourage context-sensitive alterations and design compatible with the neighborhood's char-

acter. 

3. Support increased density in response to City Council goals and to meet city -wide housing 

demand. 

4. Protect structures listed on the National Register of Historic Places. 

C. Demolition or Relocation of an Existing Building. The Commission shall apply the provisions of 

Section 2.78 Article III with regard to the proposed demolition of an existing building, and in addi-

tion shall consider the following factors: 

1. The physical condition of the building; 

2. Any written claim of substantial hardship, financial or otherwise, if provided; and 

3. The design of the proposed replacement structures, if any. 

VI. Determinations by the Commission. 

The determinations of the Commission shall be binding regarding activities detailed in paragraph III B 

of this Order and shall be expressed through the issuance of certificates of appropriateness, non-applica-

bility, or hardship. Any determination may contain conditions as the Commission determines to be nec-

essary to fulfill the objectives of the District. Such conditions may include further review of final details 

such as exterior materials, to be held at an authorized subcommittee meeting, or additional review by 

staff as the design advances. The additional review shall not prevent the applicant from initiating other 

permitting processes. 

All determinations shall be available for inspection at the office of the Cambridge Historical Commis-

sion. In no case shall a building permit be issued until the Commission has made a determination under 

the provisions of Section 2.78, Article III. 

VII. Education and Incentive Program.  
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The Commission shall, in cooperation with the Cambridge Historical Commission, conduct ongoing ed-

ucational activities in the district to make known the objectives of the District and the Commission, to 

encourage preservation of the District's historical character, and to make available information to ad-

vance and encourage voluntary protection of the District's distinctive architecture. 

VIII. Coordination with Other Agencies and Boards - 

The Board of Zoning Appeal, Inspectional Services Department, Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Con-

servation District Commission, Planning Board, Community Development Department, and other City 

boards, agencies, and officials are directed to coordinate all review, hearing, permitting, and other pro-

cedures relative to physical changes within the District to the extent practicable, consistent with their 

respective responsibilities. 

IX. Procedures. 

When taking action under the provisions of this Order and Sections 2.78.190, 2.78.200, 2.78.210, and 

2.78.220 of Article III of Chapter 2.78, the Neighborhood Conservation District Commission shall make 

its determinations within forty-five days after the filing of a complete application for a certificate of ap-

propriateness, non-applicability, or hardship, or within such further time as the applicant may in writing 

allow or the Neighborhood Conservation District Commission may determine in accordance with regu-

lations that the Commission may adopt consistent with Section 2.78.230 of said Article III. When taking 

actions regarding the exempt activities, the Historical Commission staff shall make its determinations 

within five days after the filing of a complete application for a certificate of appropriateness, non-ap-

plicability or hardship, or such further time as the applicant may in writing allow.  

In addition to the provisions of Section 2.78.220 and 2.78.230 of the enabling ordinance, the Commis-

sion shall observe the following procedural requirements: 

A. When taking action on binding reviews under the provisions of this Order and Article III of 

Chapter 2.78, the Commission shall review the application at a public meeting of the Commis-

sion. The Commission shall give not less than forty-eight hours notice of such public meeting by 

publicly posting such notice in the office of the city clerk. In addition, notice of any meeting pro-

vided for in this ordinance shall be given by the Commission to the applicant and to abutters of 

the subject property and to such other persons and in such manner as the Commission may deter-

mine. The Commission may among other forms of notice require that the applicant maintain on 

the building which is the subject of a hearing for binding review, in a form designated by the 

Commission, visible from the nearest public way, of any meeting upon the application, and the 

applicant shall comply with such requirements. 

B. Failure of the Commission to act within the time periods specified in this Section shall mean 

approval of the application for a certificate and the Commission shall thereupon issue a certificate 

of hardship unless an extension of time is granted by the applicant in writing. 

C. Four members or alternates shall constitute a quorum of the Commission. 

D. The Commission may approve a project with the condition that specific design revisions are 

further reviewed at a meeting of the Architects Committee scheduled at the discretion of the appli-

cant. This additional review does not prevent the applicant from commencing with the permit ap-

plication process with other city departments. Any outstanding issues regarding revisions to the 

design shall be delegated to staff-level review. The Commission may delegate staff review in lieu 
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of an Architects Committee meeting. 

X. Time Limit for Commission Action 

When taking action under the provisions of this Order and Sections 2.78.190, 2.78.200, 2.78.210, and 

2.78.220 of Article III of Chapter 2.78, the Commission shall make its determinations within forty-five 

days after the filing of a complete application for a certificate of appropriateness, non-applicability, or 

hardship, or within such further time as the applicant may in writing allow or the Commission may de-

termine in accordance with regulations that the Commission may adopt consistent with Section 

2.78.230 of said Article III. 

In City Council June 8, 1992 

Adopted by a yea and nay vote: 

Yeas -9; Nays: 0 Absent 0. 

Attest: D. Margaret Drury, Temporary City Clerk.-. 

 

As Amended in City Council XXXX XX, XXXX 

Adopted by a yea and nay vote:- 

Yeas X; Nays X; Absent X 

Attest: XXXXXXX XXXXXX, City Clerk 
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Appendix D: 

Present Guidelines for. Determining the Appropriateness of Proposed Construction Projects 

Mid Cambridge Neighborhood  
Conservation District Commission 
831 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, Massachusetts 02139 

Telephone: 617 349 4683. Fax: 617 349 3116 TTY: 617 349 6112 
E-mail: histncds@cambridgema.gov 

URL: http://www.cambridgema.gov/Historic/midcambridgehome.html 

 

Nancy Goodwin, Chair Tony Hsiao, Vice-Chair . Carole 
Perrault, Charles Redmon, Lestra Litchfield, Members Siobhan 

McMahon, Sue-Elien Myers, Monika Pauli, Alternates 

 

To: 

From: 

Applicants to the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation 
District Commission 

Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Commission

Re: Guidelines for. Determining the Appropriateness of Proposed Construc-
tion Projects 

The order establishing the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District directs 
the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Commission to consider all 
applications·in terms of the impact on the District as a whole and on the surrounding 
properties and immediate streetscape. The commission is specifically directed to: 

1. avoid excessive infill; 

2. encourage new construction, which complements existing buildings; 

3. encourage preservation of neighborhood buildings;  

4. protect National Register structures; and 

5. enhance· the economic vitality of the neighborhood.· 

The Guidelines listed below are formulated to assist applicants proposing construction 
projects. The Guidelines take the form of questions the Commission will ask of all pro-
posed construction projects. Applicants for construction projects should be prepared to 
address these questions in their presentations to the Commission. For further infor-
mation about this process, contact Allison Crosbie at the Historical Commission of-
fice,·617-349-4683. 

I. Scope of Neighborhood 

A. What is the impact of the project on the surrounding area? Physical, vis-
ual and traffic impacts should be identified. The surrounding area is de-
fined in its smallest dimensions, as the lots of the abutters and the abut-
ters' abutters. However, the Commission may determine that a project 

mailto:histncds@cambridgema.gov
http://www.cambridgema.gov/Historic/midcambridgehome.html
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may affect a larger area, depending on the scope of the project. If the 
Commission determines that a larger area is affected; the Commission 
will identify the extent of that area and the ways in which the project af-
fects that area. 
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II. Development Characteristics 

A. Is the project appropriate to the neighborhood and in scale with the surround-

ing area? Massing, bulk, height, and fenestration will be taken into consideration in determin-

ing the scale of the proposed project in relation to the surrounding area. 

B. Is the height of the project appropriate considering the height of buildings in 

the surrounding area? 

C. Is the density, or Floor Area Ratio (FAR), of the proposed project com-

plementary to the FAR of buildings in the surrounding area? 

D. Is the massing of the project appropriate to the surrounding area? 

E. Are the setbacks of the project appropriate to the surrounding area? 

1. What are the current and the proposed setbacks for the project? 

2. Are any variances on setbacks needed? 

3. What would the distance be between the proposed construction and any 

other buildings on the lot? 

4. What would the distance be between the proposed construction and 

buildings on the abutting lots? 

F. Are any variances of any sort needed? 

III. Landscaping 

A. Are any mature trees (3" caliper or over) being removed? If so, what is their ap-

proximate height and age, and what is their type and location? 

B. Is any excavation and/or landfill included in the project? 

C. Is there a substantial grade change along any of the lot lines? 

D. Is a change of the existing grade proposed? 

IV. Aesthetic Considerations 

A. What is the historic character of the buildings in the neighborhood? 

B. What are the architectural features of the buildings in the neighborhood?. What 

are the architectural features of the proposed development (including materials, design, and set-

ting)? 

V. Impact on Neighborhood 

A. How does the project affect parking in the neighborhood? 

B. What is the parking plan for the proposed development? 

C. What are the provisions for access to the proposed development by emergency 

vehicles? 

D. What is the location and noise impact of mechanical equipment? 
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E. Will the project diminish light and air to the abutters? If so,·what is the nature 

and extent of diminished light and air to the abutters? 

F. How will trash be accommodated once the project is complete? 

G. . Do the neighbors support the proposed development? 

Adopted February 2, 1988 

Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Commission 
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Appendix E: Proposed Design Guidelines 

 

MID CAMBRIDGE NCD 

DRAFT DESIGN GUIDELINES (September 2026) 

The following guidelines have been developed for the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conserva-

tion District (NCD) to promote and support the diverse architectural fabric of the neighborhood. 

The guidelines are intended to provide an objective baseline for decision-making when changes 

are proposed to properties in the district. 

The guidelines recognize that many buildings and structures in the district have been altered 

over time and will continue to evolve to meet the needs of occupants. The guidelines do not dis-

courage change; they offer preferred options for dealing with character-defining elements. 

A. Wood Exterior Surfaces  

Wood was the most common material used for residential buildings in the district.  

1. Character-defining wood features may include historic siding, cornerboards, door and 

window trim, soffit and fascia, cornices and brackets. These features should be retained 

and repaired as needed.  

2. Historic exterior surfaces may contain environmentally hazardous materials, including lead 

and asbestos, which should be treated and disposed of according to state and local regu-

lations.  

3. When necessary, replacement of wood elements should be in kind, including the same 

material, style, matching width, thickness, profile, and texture where applicable. 

4. The removal of subsequent and the repair of original wood siding is encouraged.  

5. The application of metal siding, vinyl siding, asbestos shingles, asphalt siding and other 

covering materials is discouraged throughout the district. The approval of such treatment 

will be on a case-by-case basis, and its application should always incorporate the reten-

tion of door and window surrounds and the use of cornerboards.  

 

B. Masonry 

Masonry is also a common exterior surface in the district, particularly apartment buildings and 

institutional buildings. Masonry can be damaged when metal, vinyl, or other types of covering 

are installed over facades.  

1. Exposed masonry surfaces should remain exposed. Existing exposed masonry surfaces 

should not be covered with artificial materials (EIFS, cementitious covering, vinyl, alumi-

num siding, etc.).  

2. Care should be taken to avoid covering of historic foundations and also keep them free 

from concentrations of excessive moisture.  
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3. Historic concrete, cast stone (sills, lintels, cornices and other architectural details) should 

be repaired and retained. As with brick, any replacement should match the original in 

material, size, color, texture and finish.  

4. Stone walls, including historic garden walls, should not be concealed by parging or other 

treatments. Where any historic details exist, they should be retained.  

5. Painting over masonry is discouraged. Masonry is porous, allowing moisture to evapo-

rate. Painting the surface traps moisture, resulting in freezing and thawing, which can 

cause cracking and flaking. Paint will eventually peel and require frequent touch-ups or 

full repainting, increasing maintenance. Paint is also very difficult to remove and can 

leave scars on the surface. 

6. Repointing is necessary maintenance but care should be given to the mortar type, color, 

texture, and profile. 

 

C. Windows and Doors  

Windows and doors are among the most character-defining features of a building. They can ac-

count for as much as one-third of a building’s surface area. Typically, windows and doors are for-

mally arranged on the front facades of buildings. Historically, residential doors were made of 

wood with raised or recessed panels, often incorporating glazing.  

1. The historic relationship of wall surface to openings, often referred to as the “fenestration” 

of the windows and doors, should be maintained.  

2. The overall size of window and door openings should not be modified.  

3. Original doors and windows should be repaired rather than replaced. If replacement is 

necessary, an effort should be made to match the original as closely as possible in mate-

rial, configuration of panes, and dimension.  

4. If windows have to be replaced, replacements should match style, including muntin pro-

files and the dimension of glazing. Appropriate materials include wood or a combination 

of wood interior/fiberglass exterior, wood interior/aluminum exterior, or a composite such 

as fibrex. Vinyl windows are not recommended because they tend to have bulkier and 

wider frames compared to historic windows; they lack the historical profiles of original 

sashes; and they can warp in extreme heat and are not very durable.  

 

Storm Doors and Windows  

5. The use of exterior storm doors and windows is encouraged. Full-glass storm doors are 

preferred; in all cases, storm doors should expose as much of the inside door as possible.  

6. Interior storm windows are encouraged. They offer a highly effective solution to air infiltra-

tion and do not compromise the exterior appearance of the window.  

7. Exterior storm windows should fit the openings of the windows without having to infill any 

portion of the opening or to flatten any portion of an arch. Storm windows should be in-

stalled within the window opening rather than on the outside surface of the building or 

the window frame. Meeting rails should align with that of the window itself. 

 

D. Roofs, Gutters, and Downspouts  
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Visible roof material within the district includes original slate shingles, but most buildings now 

have asphalt or composite shingles. The roofs of many buildings also contain character-defining 

features, such as dormers and cupolas. The shape, size, and materials of gutters and downspouts 

also contribute to the character of a roof.  

1. Original roof shape, details, ornamentation, and other character-defining elements should 

be maintained.  

2. The preservation of visible slate roofs is encouraged.  

3. Replacement gutters should match the profile of the original. Original wood gutters do 

not accommodate the increased rainfall that occurs today. Fiberglass gutters, which are 

made on a mold of a wood gutter and are indistinguishable in appearance from them, or 

copper gutters, which can be formed to any traditional gutter profile, are appropriate re-

placements. Both of these types of gutters in a standard 4”x5” size have a capacity almost 

four times that of a wood gutter. Aluminum flat-bottomed (K-Style) aluminum gutters are 

discouraged. Although they have a large capacity, their profile is not traditional, and the 

thin metal is not very durable. 

4. Equipment such as satellite dishes, antennas, and HVAC units should be located incon-

spicuously and attached to the building in a manner that does not harm historic building 

materials.  

5. Skylights should be flat and parallel to the roof surface and cover less than 1/3 of the roof 

surface. Skylights are not recommended for slate roofs. 

 

E. Chimneys  

Chimneys that are prominently visible on the structure and include decorative details are im-

portant architectural features and should be retained.  

1. Chimney rehabilitation and reconstruction should match the original in dimension, materi-

als, brick pattern, details, and form as closely as possible.  

2. The parging (stuccoing) of previously un-parged chimneys should be avoided.  

 

F. Porches and Overhangs 

Porches and overhangs are important character-defining features. Many properties exhibit origi-

nal porches or porches that have acquired significance over time.  

1. Porches on any elevation should be retained.  

2. If enclosing a porch is necessary, it should be done in a manner that it is reversible and 

that avoids damage or destruction to historic features. Every effort should be made to en-

sure that the enclosed porch still looks like a porch, not like an enclosed room.  

3. Porch details should be repaired rather than replaced. If deterioration is too severe, re-

placements should match the original size and appearance to the greatest extent possi-

ble.  

 

G. New Construction / Additions  
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The construction of new buildings presents exciting opportunities. New construction and ad-

ditions should be contemporary, of their time, but also incorporate elements that visually re-

late to neighborhood character, such as materials, porches, or window alignment. 

1. For new construction, consideration should be made of the prevailing setback of the 

street in addition to current zoning regulations.  

2. New buildings should should relate to general patterns of buildings, including fenestra-

tion, entries, roof types and common building shapes, as they appear in the surrounding 

architecture of the district.  

3. For the construction of new multi-unit residential buildings, the specific design guidelines 

have been developed by the City’s Community Development Department, titled Design 

Guidelines for Multi-Family Housing shall be applied 

4. New buildings should incorporate compatible exterior materials as are found on the his-

toric buildings within the district. 

5. Additions to existing buildings should be made on a side or rear elevation with a minimal 

impact on historic features and should be made in a manner that, if removed in the future, 

historic material would not be irreparably damaged.  

6. Additions should use materials compatible with the existing building and incorporate ap-

propriate finishes, scale, roof form, and window and door proportions.  

 

H. Streetscapes  

Driveways, parking areas, walls, fences, and landscape structures contribute to the unique char-

acter of the district and the unique character of the city overall. In addition, maintaining street 

views is also important to the experience of the streetscape. 

1. Trash containers not intended for public use should be located at the rear of buildings or 

other inconspicuous locations, and should not damage or obscure significant historic fea-

tures of a building.  

2. Whenever possible, transformers should be located below ground or as inconspicuously 

as possible.  

3. The placement of utility entrances should occur at rear elevations or other inconspicuous 

sites. In all cases, concealment is the most important factor with respect to utility service 

and historic buildings.  

4. Retaining walls, when visible from a public way, should be constructed of traditional ma-

sonry materials (i.e., brick or stone). Concrete may be approved in some cases. 

5. Fences are character-defining features of primary elevations and contribute to the charac-

ter of the streetscape. Fences are not regulated in the district unless over 7 feet in height, 

but maintaining views of the building from a public way is encouraged.  

 

I. Demolition 

While the Commission advocates for the preservation of historic architectural fabric, demoli-

tion is reviewed on a case-by-case basis, taking into consideration public interest and City 

Council goals as well as the architectural and historical significance of the structure, claims of 

hardship, and the design of any proposed replacement structure(s). 
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Appendix F: 

Minutes of the Decennial Review Public Meetings  

 

DRAFT 
Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 

Decennial Review — Public Meeting Minutes 

April 27, 2026 

This was the first of three public meetings held as part of the decennial review of the Mid Cam-

bridge Neighborhood Conservation District (NCD), conducted remotely via Zoom. The meeting 

was recorded, and the recording and presentation slides were made available on the Cambridge 

Historical Commission's Decennial Review webpage following the meeting. 

Presenters: Allison Crosbie, Preservation Administrator; Charles "Charlie" Sullivan, Director; Sa-

rah Burks, Preservation Planner; Eric Hill, Survey Director 

Allison Crosbie welcomed attendees and explained that the evening's agenda would cover the 

purpose and background of the decennial review, the establishment of the Mid Cambridge NCD, 

a summary of the Commission's case history, sample projects, and a question-and-comment pe-

riod. 

Purpose of the Decennial Review 

Ms. Crosbie explained that the decennial review requirement stems from 2023 amendments to 

Article 2.78 of the Cambridge Municipal Code, which governs neighborhood conservation dis-

tricts. The amendments now require each NCD to undergo a decennial review, producing a re-

port that looks back over the preceding ten years, focused on demographics and a summary of 

Commission cases, and that looks forward with recommended changes, if any, to the district's 

boundaries, guidelines, or procedures. 

The report is prepared by staff, submitted to the Cambridge Historical Commission for review, 

and then submitted to the City Council for a vote, expected this fall. The Council may vote to 

amend the district, uphold it as is, or rescind the NCD designation. 

Overview of the Mid Cambridge District 

Ms. Crosbie noted that Mid Cambridge is by far the largest NCD in the city, extending roughly 

from Prospect Street on the east, down to (but not including) buildings on Massachusetts Avenue, 

up Prospect Street to Kirkland Street, down Line Street along the Somerville border, and captur-

ing part of Inman Square. The district contains approximately 1,500 buildings, including residen-

tial, commercial, public, and institutional uses; the Commission has purview over city-owned 

buildings and Harvard-owned buildings within the district. Building styles range from Greek Re-

vival, Colonial Revival, Mansard, and Queen Anne dating to the mid-19th century, through the 

Depression era, along with apartment buildings constructed in the 1960s and 1970s. 
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Ms. Crosbie noted the district originated in the early 1980s out of concern over the demolition of 

existing structures and the construction of townhouses without design review. 

Historical Background: Zoning and the Origins of the Commission 

Charles Sullivan described the postwar context leading to the district's creation. In the 1950s, 

Cambridge was losing population, and the city was concerned about a stagnating economy and 

an eroding tax base relative to Harvard and MIT. A new zoning code adopted in the late 1950s 

(effective 1962) included a floor-area ratio of 4 and unlimited heights in certain districts, which 

spurred scattered high-rise construction, including at Harvard and Lee Streets in 1962 and near 

Inman Square on Cambridge Street. 

Mr. Sullivan described a subsequent wave of smaller, boxy apartment buildings known locally as 

"Arlington pillboxes," which filled out the zoning envelope permitted in C1 districts (35-foot 

height limit, roughly 15-foot setbacks) and appeared throughout Mid Cambridge in the 1960s 

and 1970s, in some cases replacing historic structures, including a Lutheran church on Harvard 

Street (1974, tower retained) and a mansion further up Harvard Street (1969). 

In the mid-1970s, the City Council responded to the proliferation of pillboxes with a zoning 

amendment encouraging townhouse development, typically built at right angles to the street 

and divided into six or seven units. Mr. Sullivan cited an example on Harvard Street near Hancock 

Street that replaced one of an ensemble of three Greek Revival houses (two of which remain); the 

architect used varied materials, colors, and textures on the façade to visually break up the build-

ing's scale. This project, he said, triggered a strong neighborhood reaction against infill develop-

ment in Mid Cambridge. 

Regulatory Timeline 

1977 — Mid Cambridge rezoned from C2 to C1, lowering the height limit from 85 feet to 35 feet. 

1983 — Enabling Ordinance for Conservation Districts and Landmarks established. 

1985 — Mid Cambridge NCD order adopted by the City Council, primarily to review demolition, 

new construction, and alterations to National Register–listed properties. An accompanying edu-

cational requirement produced the Commission's publication Maintaining Your Old House in 

Cambridge. 

1992 — Mid Cambridge NCD order amended to expand the Commission's jurisdiction over alter-

ations. 

2020 — City Council adopted the Affordable Housing Overlay for 100% affordable housing pro-

jects. 

2023 — Enabling Ordinance (Chapter 2.78) amended to restrict the Commission's ability to con-

sider the size and shape of new construction or alterations — described by Mr. Sullivan as a major 

change to the Commission's operations and goals. 

2025 — City Council adopted the Multi-Family Housing Ordinance. 
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Ten-Year Case Summary (2015–2025) 

Ms. Crosbie reported that staff reviewed 2,785 applications between January 1, 2015 and De-

cember 31, 2025. The breakdown of outcomes was as follows: 

• The large majority received staff-level approval via a Certificate of Non-Applicability, is-

sued when a scope of work does not require formal review — typically interior work, work 

not visible from a public way, or in-kind repair or replacement. 

• Over 200 Certificates of Appropriateness were granted by the Commission; the majority 

were non-binding (advisory) determinations, with 60 binding determinations. 

• 47 non-binding denials were issued (advisory only; applicants are not required to com-

ply). 

• 2 binding denials were issued: one involving a shed structure in a prominent site location, 

where the Commission's recommended material substitution was ultimately adopted by 

the applicant; and one involving a proposed window reconfiguration at a National Regis-

ter structure in Inman Square (the Druid), where the Commission recommended a fold-up 

window design instead of full sidewalk-level openings — a solution the applicant is cur-

rently pursuing. 

• 7 applications were withdrawn. 

Ms. Crosbie clarified the current scope of Commission review: new construction, demolition, and 

alterations visible from a public way (including additions, relocation of windows and doors, and 

replacement of windows, doors, and siding). The Commission does not review building use, 

paint color (though it may recommend), interior renovations, in-kind replacement (handled at 

staff level), plant material or hardscaping (though a landscape plan is expected under Mid Cam-

bridge guidelines, and permeable paving is encouraged but not required), fences and walls un-

der six feet, or solar panels (unless installation would require removal of significant original mate-

rial, such as a slate roof; several such installations have been approved successfully to date). 

Sample Projects Reviewed by the Commission 

Ms. Crosbie presented a series of representative cases from the past decade, illustrating the 

range of the Commission's work: 

Routine alterations: roof dormers, porch enclosures, and window and siding replacement, includ-

ing an in-kind wood shingle and clapboard restoration at a National Register structure. 

A 1920s building, already altered from its original form (2016) — Substantially reworked for Har-

vard's Center for Green Buildings and Cities, including new window types and a new siding sys-

tem. 

The Riles Building, Inman Square (2018) — Restoration of a Mansard roof form that had been re-

moved, believed to date to the 1960s. 

75 Inman Street — Removal of a small rear addition and construction of an attached additional 

unit; the applicant preserved a mature shade tree on the site during construction in response to 

neighbor concerns. 
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123 Hancock Street — A Greek Revival structure; the Commission approved removal of a small 

rear addition, a new rear addition, and a separate new structure on the site, working with the ar-

chitect to step back the massing to preserve visual prominence for the original building. 

Additional infill projects on Inman Street, Fayette Street, and Ellsworth Avenue, reflecting a range 

of approved styles. 

Amory Street — Following a partial structural collapse and condemnation in 2022, the Commis-

sion approved a new two-family dwelling that draws visual cues from the surrounding neighbor-

hood. 

Cambridge Street (2005) — Harvard's Center for Government and International Studies buildings, 

which required demolition of an 1858 structure and relocation of an 1887 building to Sumner 

Road. 

Cambridge Public Library (2004) — A lengthy review process resulting in approval of the library's 

expansion, restoration of the existing building, and renovation of the surrounding park. 

Velucci Plaza — A more recent project reconfiguring the intersection, which divided the existing 

plaza in half; the Commission weighed in on materials and overall design. 

Recent Changes Affecting the Commission 

Ms. Crosbie and Mr. Sullivan summarized further changes stemming from 2023 amendments and 

subsequent zoning actions: 

Commission membership has increased to 10 (7 members and 3 alternates). 

The Commission may no longer weigh in on accessibility features or climate-resiliency features. 

The Commission may no longer deny a Certificate of Appropriateness based on the size or shape 

of a structure, nor impose dimensional or setback requirements beyond those required by zon-

ing, for as-of-right structures. The Commission may still discuss size and shape and make non-

binding recommendations. 

The ordinance now directs the Commission to consider relevant City Council goals from time to 

time, including addressing the housing crisis (making it easier to build more housing of all types, 

with a focus on affordability) and sustainability/climate resilience (an area where the Commission 

has consistently advocated for sustainable materials in new construction). 

Ms. Crosbie summarized the 2025 Multi-Family Housing Ordinance: it allows residential use 

citywide, removes minimum lot sizes, increases residential height limits (up to 45 feet, or 74 feet 

for six-story buildings, in relevant districts), reduces setback requirements, and reduces special 

permit requirements. 

Projects Since the 2025 Zoning Changes 

60 Ellery Street — A 1923 brick Colonial Revival house; the applicant proposed demolition and a 

six-story replacement building. The Commission approved the project after several rounds of re-

vision, which included simplifying the upper-story materials (removing metal panel cladding 
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deemed out of character), revising the front entrance and side transformer/storage area, and ulti-

mately added one additional unit to the design. 

406 Broadway — A 1925 brick Colonial Revival structure; the applicant proposed demolition and 

a six-story replacement. After an initial design with extensive glazing and varied materials, the 

Commission asked for a simplified façade more consistent with neighborhood context; both 

demolition and new construction were subsequently approved following an Architects Commit-

tee meeting — an optional follow-up design session, open to any Commission member, that ap-

plicants may request to finalize refinements after an initial review. 

486 Ellery Street (address as given in the recording; may warrant confirmation) — The applicant 

initially proposed full demolition and a six-story building. The Commission determined the exist-

ing structure was architecturally and historically significant, but approved demolition of two later 

rear wing additions. The applicant returned with a revised design preserving the main structure, 

which was approved. 

Next Steps 

Ms. Crosbie noted that this first meeting was intended to provide background; the next two 

meetings in the decennial review series will take a closer look at the Commission's guidelines 

and procedures and discuss potential updates. A QR code and contact information were pro-

vided for submitting comments and questions outside of the meeting. 

Public Questions and Comments 

Sarah Burks facilitated the comment period, allotting approximately three minutes per speaker 

given the number of raised hands. 

• Ms. Marilee Meyer, noting she had come from a City Council hearing on multi-family zon-

ing, raised a concern about how affordable-housing requirements are calculated under 

current zoning. She noted that the original standard called for 20% of units to be afforda-

ble, but that this has effectively shifted to 20% of floor area, which she said allows flexibil-

ity in unit size that could reduce the number of affordable units delivered. She asked 

whether the Commission was seeing this play out, though she acknowledged that this cal-

culation is outside the NCD Commission's jurisdiction. 

• Ms. Burks responded that calculating the affordability requirement by floor area, rather 

than by unit count, allows some affordable units to be larger, multi-bedroom units suitable 

for families, and that the details are managed by the Community Development Depart-

ment's housing staff. 

• Mr. John Pitkin asked for more information on the ultimate outcomes of the 47 non-bind-

ing denials issued over the past decade — specifically, what happened with those projects 

afterward, and whether the denials had any positive or other effect on the outcomes. Ms. 

Crosbie agreed that staff would look into this and include it in the report. 

Charles Sullivan added that the value of the Commission's review process extends be-

yond formal approvals and denials: discussions with applicants, whether the case is bind-

ing or non-binding, frequently add value, and property owners often gain a better 
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understanding of their buildings and of preservation principles as a result, with many non-

binding cases ultimately supporting Mid Cambridge's preservation goals. He said staff 

would aim to emphasize this dynamic in the next two presentations. 

Mr. Sullivan cited the Harvard Center for Government and International Studies (CGIS) 

project as an example: the initial proposal was for a single large, six-story building behind 

Gund Hall on Cambridge Street, and the Commission, with strong support from the 

neighborhood, objected to its bulk adjacent to a residential area. This led Harvard to split 

the project into two buildings on opposite sides of Cambridge Street, better matching the 

surrounding residential density. 

Mr. Pitkin agreed that the Commission's influence at the discussion stage — even short of a 

binding requirement — has in some cases been very effective in achieving better design 

outcomes. 

Mr. Pitkin also invited attendees to a Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Association commu-

nity forum that Thursday, 6:15–8:15 PM at the Longfellow Building gymnasium, at which 

the NCD decennial review would be on the agenda; Mr. Sullivan and two other Historical 

Commission staff members planned to attend to answer questions and help publicize the 

review process. 

• Mr. Kyle Hoepner asked about the strategy for the planned walking tours — specifically, 

what information would be shared with participants that is relevant to gathering input for 

the report. Mr. Sullivan responded that the tours will draw on cases reviewed by the Com-

mission, aiming to show a variety of examples of where Commission involvement was 

positive and where outcomes did not work out as expected, and to discuss potential de-

velopment in areas such as Ellery Street and Broadway. 

Mr. Hoepner also asked whether before-and-after project comparisons of the kind shown 

in the presentation — similar to the 60 Ellery Street and 406 Broadway examples — would 

be made available online, for a broader set of cases than the ten years covered in the re-

port. Ms. Crosbie confirmed that additional examples would be included in the forthcom-

ing report and could be posted online. 

• Ms. Meyer asked whether staff had encountered developers who refused to consider the 

Commission's suggestions, citing as-of-right entitlement to proceed without changes. Ms. 

Burks said she had not encountered this in recent years — not for roughly the last 15 to 20 

years. Mr. Sullivan and Ms. Crosbie agreed, noting that while developers are not always 

pleased to appear before the Commission, those they have worked with have generally 

been cooperative with the review process. 

• Mr. Pitkin asked when the meeting slides and presentation would be posted online, not-

ing he wished to circulate the link. Ms. Burks said she would post them before the end of 

the business day. Ms. Burks also noted that an email distribution list has been established 

for the decennial review, and invited attendees who wish to receive meeting reminders 

and updates to request to be added. 

Sarah Burks and Charles Sullivan thanked attendees for their time and participation, and the 

meeting concluded. 
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DRAFT 

Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 
Decennial Review — Public Meeting Minutes 

May 18, 2026 

This was the second of three public meetings held as part of the decennial review of the Mid 

Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (NCD), conducted remotely via Zoom. The 

meeting was recorded, and the recording and presentation slides were made available on the 

Cambridge Historical Commission's Decennial Review webpage following the meeting. 

Presenters: Allison Crosbie, Preservation Administrator; Charles "Charlie" Sullivan, Director; Sa-

rah Burks, Preservation Planner; Eric Hill, Survey Director 

Call to Order and Introductions 

Allison Crosbie opened the meeting, welcoming attendees to the second meeting of the Mid Cam-

bridge NCD Decennial Review. Attendees introduced themselves: 

• Allison Crosbie – Preservation Administrator 

• Sarah Burks – Preservation Planner 

• Eric Hill – Survey Director 

• Charlie Sullivan – Executive Director 

Purpose of the Decennial Review 

Ms. Crosbie explained that 2023 amendments to Article 2.78 of the Municipal Code now require 

each Neighborhood Conservation District (NCD) to undergo a decennial review. The review must 

include a report examining the past 10 years, covering: 

• Neighborhood demographics 

• Activities of the NCD Commission over the previous decade 

• Recommended changes, if any, to the boundaries, guidelines, and/or procedures of the dis-

trict 

The report will be reviewed by the Cambridge Historical Commission and the Mid Cambridge 

NCD Commission, then submitted to City Council for a vote to amend, uphold, or rescind the NCD. 

History and Evolution of the Mid Cambridge NCD Ordinance  

Ms. Burks summarized the history: 

• 1982 – Original study committee proposed the Mid Cambridge NCD and issued a study re-

port with recommendations. 

• Ordinance later folded into the city code as Chapter 2.78, Article Three. 
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• 1985 – Following pushback on the original review authority, City Council adopted a simpli-

fied version of the order. 

• 1991 – A new study committee was convened to consider amendments, proposing ex-

panded jurisdiction/review authority for the Mid Cambridge Commission. 

• 1992 – City Council adopted the amended district order reflecting the 1991 study. 

• 2023 – City Council adopted amendments changing NCD Commission review jurisdiction 

and the factors commissions must consider in decision-making. 

• 2025 – Multifamily housing ordinance adopted. 

Original Review Authority (pre-1991) 

Advisory review originally covered alterations to National Register-listed structures visible from a 

public street, including changes to bay windows, cornices, fascia, gutter trim, porches, corner 

boards, window/door casings, skylights, and signage (other than home-occupation signs). 

Binding review originally covered, for changes visible from a public way: 

• Demolition of 33% or more of a structure's floor area (excluding garages) 

• New construction greater than 750 square feet 

• New construction on more than 33% of previously unoccupied lot area 

• Enlargement of floor area by more than 33% 

• Relocation of a structure 

• Alteration or construction involving a non-conforming use 

• Changes to publicly owned structures 

1991–92 Amendments 

• Moved alterations to National Register properties from advisory to binding review. 

• Added new advisory categories: additions between 150–750 sq ft; alterations requiring a 

variance or special permit; and alterations affecting window/door size, roof slope/pitch, or 

removal of original roofing materials. 

2023 Amendments 

• Made accessibility features, climate resiliency projects, and renewable energy projects non-
binding/advisory. 

• Exempted projects with more than 50% affordable units from NCD Commission review. 

• Commissions may no longer consider the appropriateness of the size and shape of new con-
struction or additions. 

• Commissions may no longer impose dimensional or setback requirements beyond those re-
quired by zoning. 
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• Commissions must now also consider community goals as expressed by City Council.2025 
Multifamily Housing Ordinance 

• Residential use types largely consolidated into the C-1 category. 

• Minimum lot size requirements removed. 

• Regulation now based on stories above grade and open space. 

• Residential height limits increased. 

• Density controls relaxed, including elimination of floor-area-ratio and minimum lot area per 
dwelling unit requirements. 

• Required setbacks reduced; fewer projects require a special permit. 

Sample Projects by Jurisdictional Category 

Ms. Crosbie reviewed the district map and reiterated the two levels of review: advisory (e.g., new 

construction under 750 sq ft, alterations requiring a special permit/variance, various exterior alter-

ations) and binding. She noted that under advisory review, if the Commission denies a Certificate 

of Appropriateness, the applicant may still proceed with the project as submitted. 

Advisory Review Examples 

• 6-8 Goodman Road (2020) – Enclosed porch and side dormer addition; Commission worked 

with the owner to refine the front porch design for a more gracious entrance. 

• 8 Greenough Avenue (2021) – Window replacement/reconfiguration; Commission focused 

on consistent window style and visual alignment, especially at the front. 

• 23 Greenough Avenue – Minor exterior alterations, including addition of a second primary 

entrance as part of a major interior renovation. 

• Magnolia Avenue – Dormer, new windows, and a front-gable porch; though non-binding, the 

applicant voluntarily returned for additional review to refine the design. 

• 1–3 Lamont Avenue (2023) – Siding replacement (vinyl to Hardie board/fiber cement) and 

window reconfiguration; Commission emphasized consistent window appearance on the 

front facade. 

• 13 Goodman Road – Extensive renovation (originally proposed for demolition); added bays, 

reconfigured porch, removed second-story porch, added dormer; approved after several 

iterations. 

• 29 Line Street – Denied: proposed changes to a distinctive front bay/entrance and sid-

ing/window type were found inconsistent with neighborhood character; applicant remained 

free to proceed as advisory. 

• 381 Broadway – Denied: proposed removal of porch detail (columns, railings) was seen as 

eroding historic character; Commission asked the applicant to salvage materials for poten-

tial future restoration. 
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Binding Review Examples 

Binding review applies to: new construction over 750 sq ft or on more than 33% of lot area; en-

largement of existing floor area by more than 33%; demolition of 33% or more of a structure's floor 

area (excluding garages); relocation of an existing structure; and alterations/construction affecting 

National Register structures, publicly owned structures, or structures with non-conforming uses. 

Ms. Crosbie noted there are 103 National Register properties within the district. 

• 382 Harvard Street (2021, National Register) – Full siding/trim replacement using fiber ce-

ment and Azek PVC; Commission required replication of original materials and detailing; 

most windows replaced except the original square front-facade windows. 

• 206–212 Hampshire Street – Reconstruction and restoration of a mansard roof (following an 

earlier fire) along with window and storefront restoration; not National Register-listed, but 

binding due to addition size. 

• 123 Hancock Street – Infill project behind a Greek Revival house; Commission rejected an 

initial mansard-style design as incompatible and approved a simpler, more modern design 

set back to preserve the prominence of the Greek Revival house. 

• 106 Inman Street – Infill project; Commission found the original metal-panel proposal too 

commercial in character; applicant returned with an all-clapboard design. 

• 17 Ellsworth Street – Infill project; Commission worked with the architect to create a more vis-

ible, defined entrance and revised window/dormer detailing. 

• 142 Amory Street – Two-family building rebuilt following a partial structural collapse; Com-

mission asked for a simpler design after finding the initial proposal too busy; simplified de-

sign approved. 

• Center for Government and International Studies – Involved demolition of an 1858 structure 

and relocation of an 1887 building to Sumner Road; an earlier proposal to site the building 

behind Gunn Hall was not pursued. 

• Cambridge Public Library – Lengthy review process; Commission promoted preservation of 

the existing library building and worked with the architect to integrate it with the new library 

design, including park renovations. 

• 406 Broadway – Commission approved demolition of the existing structure but requested a 

simpler design with reduced materials and fenestration; revised design approved. 

• 84–86 Ellery Street – Applicant proposed full demolition for a six-story building; Commission 

determined the main structure was historically significant and required retention/incorpora-

tion of the main building (rear addition could be removed); partial demolition approved. 

Broader District Goals 

Mr. Hill noted that when NCDs are established, the study committee and neighborhood define 

goals for the district. Some original 1980s goals — such as avoiding “excessive infill” (a term left 

undefined) — may no longer be relevant in 2026. The decennial review offers an opportunity to 

revisit and update these objectives. Original district goals included: 
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• Encouraging new construction that complements existing buildings 

• Encouraging preservation of significant neighborhood buildings (e.g., allowing infill con-

struction at the rear rather than full demolition, as at Ellery Street) 

• Protecting National Register structures 

• Enhancing the economic vitality of the neighborhood (relevant to the Inman Square com-

mercial core and commercial properties on Prospect Street) 

Next Steps 
Staff invited residents and the public to comment on how the Mid Cambridge NCD has functioned 

over its nearly 50-year history and to offer recommendations on: 

• Whether district goals should be updated 

• Whether Commission jurisdiction should change 

• Whether guidelines should better encourage compatible development and materials 

Staff noted that additional public input will be gathered through upcoming walking tours. Between 

this meeting and the next meeting on June 22, staff will prepare a draft with proposed recommen-

dations on goals, guidelines, and jurisdiction for discussion at the following meeting. 

Public Questions and Comments 

Ms. Crosbie opened the floor for questions and comments, inviting feedback on which aspects of 

the current jurisdiction (alterations, demolition review, new construction/additions) are working 

well and which may warrant amendment. 

Marilee Meyer asked whether a new policy order or amendment automatically voids or supersedes 

prior rules, or whether older provisions (e.g., discouraging parking in front yards) carry over when 

not explicitly addressed in later amendments — specifically, whether the 2023 amendments (which 

removed Commission oversight of size, shape, and setbacks) fully superseded earlier, more de-

tailed provisions from the 1992 order. 

Kyle Hoepner asked about the review process and how feedback will be incorporated in the final 

report. Staff replied that all comments will be included in the report. 

Mr. John Pitkin asked why developers are required to meet with neighbors in the NCDs when there 

is already a Commission review process that includes public comment. Mr. Pitkin also commented 

that in-person Commission meetings are more conducive to a productive dialog. 

Ms. Chiara Gerhardinger expressed concern over the apparent reduced opportunities for public 

input on development projects. 

 

Mr. Sullivan thanked everyone for attending, and Sarah Burks reminded everyone of the upcoming 

walking tours. 
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DRAFT 
Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District 

Decennial Review — Public Meeting Minutes 

June 22, 2026 

This was the third public meeting held as part of the decennial review of the Mid Cambridge 

Neighborhood Conservation District (NCD), conducted remotely via Zoom. The meeting was rec-

orded, and the recording and presentation slides were made available on the Cambridge Histori-

cal Commission's Decennial Review webpage following the meeting. 

Presenters: Allison Crosbie, Preservation Administrator; Charles Sullivan, Director; Sarah Burks, 

Preservation Planner; Eric Hill, Survey Director 

Background and Purpose of the Meeting 

Director Charlie Sullivan opened by summarizing that the current Mid Cambridge NCD order de-

rives from amendments adopted pursuant to a 1982 ordinance. In 2023, the enabling ordinance 

(Chapter 2.78 of the City Code) was amended to: 

• Restrict NCD commissions' ability to review the size and shape of new construction and ad-

ditions. 

• Exempt energy-efficiency and accessibility improvements from review, among other 

changes. 

Because the Mid Cambridge order is decades old and “time has overtaken [it] in some respects,” 

and because the 2023 amendments established a rotating 10-year sunset review for all NCD 

commissions, the Mid Cambridge sunset review will come before City Council this fall. Staff has 

been reviewing the order and Commission records in light of the 2023 amendments and the 

2025 multifamily housing ordinance (which abolished parking requirements, among other 

changes) and the requirement that NCD commissions consider City Council housing-production 

goals. 

Staff is proposing amendments to clarify, simplify, and modernize the jurisdiction and operations 

of the Mid Cambridge NCD Commission. This meeting is one of a series (including neighbor-

hood walking tours) intended as fact-finding, not decision-making. Proposals discussed tonight 

reflect the staff's estimate of how to modernize the order; they will be the subject of a Cambridge 

Historical Commission public hearing this summer and will be submitted to City Council in Sep-

tember for consideration as part of the decennial review. 

Update on Multifamily Housing Projects in Mid Cambridge 

Allison Crosbie gave a brief update on four multifamily housing projects approved to date by the 

Commission: 

• 60 Ellery Street and 406 [Broadway] — full demolition, to be replaced with six-story buildings. 
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• 84–86 Ellery Street (two adjacent properties) — demolition approved only for non-original 

rear additions; the main original structures are being preserved with new additions built at 

the rear. 

Proposed Revised Goals for the District 

Staff reviewed the current goals of the Mid Cambridge NCD: 

• Avoid excessive infill 

• Encourage new construction that complements existing buildings 

• Encourage preservation of neighborhood buildings 

• Protect National Register structures 

• Enhance the economic vitality of the neighborhood 

Staff proposed consolidating these into three goals: 

• Conserve the diverse architectural character of the district by retaining significant buildings 

that reflect the history of the neighborhood. 

• Encourage architectural diversity and context-sensitive alterations consistent with the neigh-

borhood's character. 

• Support increased density in response to City Council goals and to meet citywide housing 

demand. 

Staff proposed removing “enhance economic vitality,” noting the Commission has no real author-

ity over building use and the goal was never clearly defined or applied. Ms. Crosbie noted that of 

the four multifamily projects discussed above, two involved structures deemed not architectur-

ally/historically significant, while two others were considered significant — determinations made 

on a case-by-case basis. 

Charlie Sullivan added context from the original 1985 purpose statement of Article 2.78, which 

calls for preserving and conserving the city's beauty and heritage; identifying and maintaining 

neighborhoods and structures reflecting the city's architectural, cultural, political, economic, ra-

cial, or social history; fostering appropriate use and public appreciation of such areas; welcoming 

diverse residents, including those with marginalized identities who shaped Cambridge's history; 

and balancing these purposes against other city priorities such as affordable housing, sustaina-

bility, and accessibility. This purpose statement was amended in 2023 to reflect Council goals on 

housing production and diversity. He noted Mid Cambridge's history is more architecturally, ra-

cially, and economically layered than commonly recognized — citing, as one example, a formerly 

Black community near the City Hall annex/old Longfellow School site — and that the Commis-

sion's role is to exercise collective judgment balancing sometimes-competing goals. 

Public Comment on Proposed Goals 

• Suzanne Blier (5 Fuller Place) argued that developer/investor-driven projects are making Mid 

Cambridge less equitable, less diverse, and less affordable by displacing existing tenants; 
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clarified that Mid Cambridge is a conservation district, not a historic district, allowing new 

design and transformation of existing buildings. 

• Jessica Sheehan (Plymouth Street) corrected the record on research regarding NCDs and 

housing costs, noting the cited research specifically addresses neighborhood conservation 

districts, not just historic districts. 

• Lee Farris (Norfolk Street) asked whether “protect National Register structures” should re-

main an explicit goal, since it doesn't appear in the proposed three goals. Mr. Sullivan 

agreed this was a reasonable point, noting National Register structures already receive bind-

ing review, but agreed there was no reason it couldn't also be listed as an explicit goal. 

• James Zahl (Pemberton Street) observed that after 16 months of watching Mid Cambridge 

NCD meetings, he has seen commissioners grapple with the gap between the district's origi-

nal goals and current city housing expectations (including a drastically changed definition of 

“demolition”), leading some commissioners to question the continued role of NCDs; viewed 

the proposed goals as a step in that direction. 

• Tyler Edsel (99 Hancock Street) noted a tension between “retaining significant buildings” and 

“supporting increased density,” observed that roughly half of recent project reviews found 

buildings significant, and suggested defining clearer criteria for significance (e.g., a building 

notable enough that people would visit it); personally favored weighting the density goal 

more heavily. 

• Carrie Saunders (Ellery Square) raised a related question about where the significance line is 

drawn — whether “significant buildings reflecting neighborhood history” risks preserving 

buildings tied to a particular income level (e.g., triple-deckers and 6–9-unit buildings) versus 

replacing them with much larger buildings that could contradict the neighborhood's history 

of economic diversity. Mr Sullivan responded that the goals can be mutually exclusive by de-

sign, and that the Commission's role is to exercise collective judgment weighing multiple 

factors and the neighborhood's actual layered history (including periods of wealth, subse-

quent subdivision, and working-class development). 

• Kyle Hoeppner (Center Street) suggested revising “retaining significant buildings” to “retain-

ing significant buildings or significant aspects of buildings,” since in some cases (e.g., an 

Ellery Street project) only a facade or specific architectural elements needed preservation, 

not the whole structure; also suggested clarifying that “significant” can mean architecturally 

and/or historically significant. 

• Pauke Corstens (17R Ellsworth Avenue) asked whether affordability — e.g., a mix of price 

points in new developments — should be added as a goal, while acknowledging this may be 

outside the NCD's purview. 

• Jessica Sheehan asked (1) whether the Commission could require a minimum number of 

renters on the board, since renters may weigh affordability differently than homeowners, and 

(2) whether binding review is necessary to achieve the NCD's goals, or whether an advisory-

only process would suffice, given her concern that binding review functions mainly as a tool 

to delay or block housing. Mr. Sullivan noted the Commission currently has at least two 
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renters, and that the 2023 amendments already increased the required number of renter 

commissioners. The binding-review question was addressed later. 

• Jack Schultz (Clifton Street) asked whether a timeliness standard could be added to the 

goals, arguing that unclear guidelines — more than the review process itself — are what slow 

projects down; urged the addition of concrete design/material guidelines. Staff acknowl-

edged this was a fair point not on tonight's agenda but said it would be considered in the 

staff recommendations. 

• Lillian Ross (14 Antrim Street) asked why “enhance economic vitality” was being removed, 

since “quality of life” might be a related concept worth retaining. Mr. Sullivan explained the 

term was never clearly defined and felt it was outside the Commission's purview, especially 

for a neighborhood like Mid Cambridge that isn't facing significant economic distress; and 

he noted that “quality of life” is addressed elsewhere in the 2.78 purpose statement. 

• Elena Saporta (102 Ellery Street) asked how the goals would protect against displacement of 

existing renters (citing Ellery Street as an example) and requested that landscape character 

be explicitly protected as well. 

• Nancy Seideman (Cleveland Street) asked whether terms like “significant,” “diversity,” and 

“density” would be further defined, since they can mean different things to different people; 

suggested “buildings and landscape” language. Staff (Charlie Sullivan) responded that “sig-

nificance” has an established definition rooted in the National Historic Preservation Act of 

1966 and related local code language (association with historic persons/events, or architec-

tural/cultural/political/economic/social significance), which staff will clarify further in the re-

port. 

• Niva Thai (Antrim Street; works in construction/development in Cambridge) supported 

higher-density affordable housing but expressed concern that developers often use low-cost 

materials with little architectural intention; asked whether the NCD could adopt approved 

material/design standards (as some other municipalities require, e.g., minimum brick-facade 

percentages). Staff (Charlie Sullivan) discussed the philosophical tension between prescrip-

tive design guidelines (which can be restrictive) and case-by-case review without guidelines 

(as used by the Cambridge Historical Commission), noting Mid Cambridge has historically 

favored giving architects creative freedom while avoiding overly rigid rules and acknowl-

edged the Commission is sometimes criticized for a design-review process that runs long. 

• James Zahl added that honoring the history of formerly Black and working-class residents in 

Mid Cambridge could include removing barriers that keep housing unaffordable to similarly 

situated residents today, and cautioned against a small group in the neighborhood resolving 

competing goals in ways that work against citywide fairness in housing. Mr. Sullivan clarified 

he had not meant to suggest that specific historic area must be preserved, but rather that the 

neighborhood's full history — architectural, economic, racial, and social — should inform pro-

ject review. 
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Review Authority: Binding vs. Non-Binding (Advisory) Review 

Staff (Allison Crosbie) reviewed the two levels of Commission review and proposed clarifying lan-

guage. 

Binding Review 

Binding review currently covers: 

• New construction of more than 750 square feet, or on more than 33% of lot area not already 

occupied by structures. 

• Enlargement of floor area by more than 33%. 

• Demolition of 33% or more of a structure's floor area (excluding structures principally used 

as garages), including relocation of a structure onto or off the site. 

• Alteration or construction affecting National Register structures, publicly owned structures, 

and (proposed for removal) structures with non-conforming uses — staff proposed removing 

this last category since the Commission has no authority over building use. 

Staff proposed clarifying that “750 square feet” means gross floor area as defined by the zoning 

ordinance (Article 5.25), aligning with how other departments calculate square footage (e.g., cov-

ered porches count; mechanical spaces do not). Staff also proposed defining “demolition” by ref-

erence to the Inspectional Services Department (ISD) definition, which includes relocating a 

building, removing a defined percentage of framing/foundation, or removing a roof (including 

raising roof height, changing roof pitch, or adding stories). 

Non-Binding (Advisory) Review 

Advisory review currently covers: 

• New construction between 150 and 750 square feet. 

• Exterior alterations requiring a variance or special permit (uncommon). 

• Alterations affecting original architectural fabric/details (e.g., corner boards, original win-

dows, porches). 

• Increase or diminishment in size, or change in location, of windows and doors. 

• Changes to roof slope/pitch/configuration, or removal of historic/original roofing material 

(e.g., original slate roofs). 

Under advisory review, if the Commission denies a Certificate of Appropriateness, the applicant 

may still proceed with the project as submitted; staff noted advisory review nonetheless functions 

as an effective educational tool that can lead to improved designs. 

Public Comment and Discussion — Binding vs. Advisory, and Definitions 

• Suzanne Blier asked whether a developer could be required to submit building plans to ISD 

at the same time as a demolition permit application, since it is currently difficult for the pub-

lic to see what is proposed alongside a demolition request. Mr. Sullivan explained that in his-

toric districts and NCDs, demolition and new construction are reviewed together under a 
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single permit (unlike the citywide demolition-review ordinance, which allows separate demo-

lition permits); an NCD demolition proposed without a paired replacement project would be 

unlikely to be approved absent extenuating circumstances. 

• Jessica Sheehan asked for the justification for binding review generally, given how much can 

already be accomplished through advisory review, and questioned why the Commission 

needs the power to delay or block projects if that isn't the stated purpose. Mr. Sullivan re-

sponded that binding review exists to protect resources of recognized significance (e.g., Na-

tional Register-listed buildings) and major new construction/demolition, where letting go 

lightly under advisory review only would be inappropriate; noted 750 sq. ft. is roughly half 

the size of a new townhouse and is intended to capture major additions, not minor ones, 

though the exact threshold is debatable, especially given the Commission's new inability to 

review size and shape. 

• A commenter asked whether binding review would apply to a simple roof replacement; staff 

clarified that ordinary re-roofing is not binding, but changes meeting ISD's definition of 

demolition (e.g., raising roof height, changing pitch, adding stories) would be. 

• Jack Schultz questioned the rationale for the 750-square-foot threshold, noting it is smaller 

than the average Cambridge apartment (roughly 1,000+ sq. ft.) and could subject nearly 

every project to binding review and associated delay, especially given that National Register 

status already provides protection for historically significant buildings. Staff said they would 

look further into this. 

• Lee Farris argued that binding review is appropriate because larger buildings warrant more 

public input, and that debate should focus on where the threshold should be set (e.g., is 750 

sq. ft. right, should there be time limits on binding review) rather than whether binding re-

view should exist at all; stated binding review has resulted in improved building designs in 

ways advisory review would not have. 

• Nancy Seideman voiced strong support for retaining binding review at the 750-square-foot 

threshold, asked how many projects typically fall near that threshold, and noted that under 

the new multifamily zoning, the NCD binding-review process may be one of the only remain-

ing ways for neighbors to have meaningful input on nearby projects (citing Ellery Street as an 

example). 

• Carrie Saunders echoed support for binding review, describing the Ellery Street projects' 

multiple rounds of Architectural Committee review as valuable, and clarified that any delays 

in that process (e.g., a developer taking six months to return with revisions) have been due 

to the applicant's own timeline, not the Commission. 

• James Zahl argued for defining “demolition” independently in the Mid Cambridge ordi-

nance (Chapter 2.78) rather than by reference to the ISD definition, since the ISD definition 

(used for different regulatory purposes) can classify even adding a fourth story or raising a 

roof as “demolition,” which he felt stretches the ordinary meaning of the term, though he 

acknowledged it does expand the Commission's authority. 

• Brendan Hickey similarly flagged a potential conflict between advisory review (which sepa-

rately addresses roof-pitch changes) and binding review (which, under the ISD definition, 
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treats roof-pitch changes as demolition), and cautioned against incorporating the ISD defini-

tion by reference, since any future ISD change would automatically alter the NCD's jurisdic-

tion; recommended the NCD adopt its own independent definition of demolition. 

• Marie Saccochio argued strongly for retaining mandatory/binding review, stating that out-

side developers and investors are focused solely on profit and that purely advisory review is 

ineffective, citing examples of contractors disregarding advisory recommendations. She also 

raised concerns that ISD does not consistently refer true demolitions to the Historical Com-

mission, citing examples from East Cambridge, and argued this suggests the NCD's author-

ity is more likely to be under- than over-extended. 

• Asha Danieri (18 Clinton Street), cautioned against generalizing about developers, noting 

many Cambridge-based developers (including herself) care about preservation. She de-

scribed a lack of clarity in Commission jurisdiction from her own experience and urged staff 

to ensure the new language clearly resolves ambiguity about what the Commission can and 

cannot review, and not to allow the Commission to overstep new zoning restrictions. She 

also asked for a concrete example of how “volume and dimensions of the building to the ex-

tent allowed under Article 2.78.220” would be applied. 

Proposed Review Criteria for New Construction and Additions 

Ms. Crosbie reviewed current and proposed criteria the Commission considers for new construc-

tion and additions: 

• Site layout 

• Provisions for parking (if proposed — parking is no longer required under current zoning, but 

if an applicant proposes parking, the Commission may still review it) 

• Volume and dimensions of the building, to the extent allowed under Article 2.78.220 (re-

flecting the 2023 restriction on reviewing size/shape, subject to further change) 

• Provisions for open space and landscaping (open space itself is calculated under zoning and 

not independently reviewable by the Commission, though the Commission can encourage a 

landscape plan without mandating specific plantings) 

• Scale of the building in relation to its surroundings, to the extent allowed under Article 

2.78.220 

• Proposed new language: architectural compatibility with nearby structures and neighbor-

hood context (replacing an existing, unclear “changes to existing buildings” criterion) 

• Consideration of City Council goals 

Public Comment and Discussion — Review Criteria 

• Suzanne Blier suggested adding criteria addressing loading/offloading zones, fire depart-

ment access to structures behind other buildings, and clarifying how the landscaping crite-

rion applies to trees and structures on or near abutting properties. 
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• Mary Saccochio (referenced again in this section) and other commenters previously noted 

concerns about the historic vs. NCD jurisdiction distinction; staff confirmed the Mid Cam-

bridge Commission has complete and exclusive jurisdiction within the district (i.e., this re-

view is not in addition to a separate Cambridge Historical Commission review). 

• Seth Asako, 395 Broadway, and Lee Farris both suggested that the “architectural compatibil-

ity with nearby structures” criterion be made more specific — for example, addressing style 

and materials directly — so that it functions more like an actual design guideline rather than a 

general standard. Lee Farris specifically suggested a non-controversial guideline requiring 

exterior materials to have a minimum expected lifespan (e.g., more than 25 years), noting 

broad agreement exists that new buildings should be durable regardless of one's views on 

density. Staff acknowledged these criteria are presented as headlines for now and that a 

fuller rationale would be developed for each. 

• Lee Farris noted that having consistent, spelled-out material/design standards would reduce 

the need to have the same discussion (e.g., expected material lifespan) repeated for every 

individual project. 

Exemptions from Commission Review 

Ms. Crosbie noted that no new exemptions have been added since the 2023 amendments to 

Chapter 2.78, which exempted accessibility improvements and sustainable energy updates from 

Commission review; no further exemptions are currently proposed. 

• Brendan Hickey asked whether exterior lighting falls within or outside the Commission's pur-

view. Ms. Crosbie responded that she does not believe lighting is included. 

Closing Remarks 

With no further hands raised, Mr. Sullivan closed the meeting with additional context on the Com-

mission's recent history: 

• The 2023 amendments removing the Commission's authority to review size and shape of 

new construction/additions represented a significant “culture shock” for commissioners who 

had reviewed projects with full authority over size and shape for decades; this coincided 

with a controversial case and public criticism of the Commission's understanding of its own 

jurisdiction, and provoked strong reactions from commissioners at the time. The Commission 

today is almost entirely new, having served only under the current rules. 

• The 2025 multifamily zoning changes, adopted roughly a year later, similarly surprised com-

missioners and developers alike; many developers were not shovel-ready or fully designed 

at the time. Mr. Sullivan noted that, to his knowledge, only one multifamily project reviewed 

by the Historical Commission or an NCD commission has secured financing to date; others 

are still seeking financing, which may explain delays such as the six-month gap before the 60 

Ellery Street developer returned to the Commission after its Architectural Committee review 

— i.e., delays have often reflected financing and permitting conditions, not Commission foot-

dragging. 
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• The NCD Commission is not the only city review these projects undergo: the Community De-

velopment Department (CDD) conducts a separate advisory review under citywide multifam-

ily housing design guidelines, and other departments (e.g., ISD, DPW) review requirements 

such as green roofs, stormwater retention, and bicycle parking. Few developers have yet en-

gaged with these other required reviews. The city is working to align CDD, ISD, DPW, and 

Historical Commission reviews to run concurrently rather than sequentially, to help speed up 

the overall process, though financing constraints may remain the primary obstacle regard-

less of regulatory timelines. 

Mr. Sullivan thanked attendees for their comments and suggestions, stating that all input would 

be considered as part of the staff recommendations. He noted further opportunities for public 

input would include an anticipated Cambridge Historical Commission hearing in early summer, 

as well as additional discussion before the matter reaches City Council in September. 

 

Next Steps 

Staff will incorporate tonight's public comments into a draft report with proposed recommenda-

tions on goals, guidelines, and jurisdiction. Written comments may continue to be submitted to 

staff by email. 
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From: Katie Slivensky
To: HistComm; City Council; City Clerk; City Manager
Subject: Re: Petition Re: the Planned Demolition of 13 Roberts Road
Date: Wednesday, July 8, 2026 10:52:04 AM

Dear City Council and Officials,

I wanted to reach out to thank the Mid Cambridge Historical Commission for their
extraordinary thoughtfulness and consideration as our community pushed back on the
demolition of 13 Roberts Road. The request by the developer, for now, has been denied. We
are all breathing much easier!

The MCHC does not deny requests lightly, from any of the meetings I have attended. In fact,
I've never even seen them do it before. They are very open to projects and willing to give
developers many chances to proceed. However, this proposed demolition and construction was
certainly not creating affordable housing in the area, and was instead taking advantage of the
ordinance for profit only, while destroying a beautiful example of working and middle class
history in the city of Cambridge. To us who live here, it seemed to be an obvious no, and we
were so relieved to hear the Commission ultimately agree. Our whole neighborhood wants to
make sure they are acknowledge for their important role and work to help the communities of
Cambridge thrive! Especially right now, given the murky nature of the new zoning. 

The three units of 13 Roberts were going to be bought, entirely demolished, and turned into
three luxury condos at a price none of the current tenants could hope to afford, forcing them
all out, while simultaneously increasing the building height and size to shadow the
surrounding neighbors, block sunlight to our tended gardens and yards, and destroy 13
Roberts' own green spaces and many mature trees, which when added all together would have
been detrimental to our local climate cooling efforts. This was so opposite of the goals of the
zoning ordinances as we understood them, we could scarcely believe it was allowed. But they
pushed on.

We banded together and reached out to the MCHC, who were reviewing the proposal. They
thankfully heard us and saw themselves how this was a case of a developer (one with a history
of trying this exact thing, who has a bad reputation for flawed and harmful projects around the
city) just acting out of greed. In fact, at the meeting Monday night, the developer could offer
no reason to justify their planned demolition other than it would make them, personally, more
money. Nothing about the building's state itself. Not a word about helping the housing
situation in Cambridge. Not a concern for the other local residents who would be greatly
affected. Just a plain goal for profit, almost like a cartoon villain would state.

Initially, the MCHC offered the developer a chance to modify their plans and return with a
more thoughtful approach at their May meeting. They returned last night at this July meeting
with an even less thoughtful approach, making their luxury condos each individually even
bigger, and clearly showing what their entire goal was. Not adding housing. Not making
affordable housing. Just maximizing condo builds to the new sizes allowed by zoning to make
even more money.

Our community came together twice now to push back on this. We are stressed and exhausted,
and fearful for the innocent tenants at 13 and other nearby properties who could get swept up
in this bid for profit and similarly kicked out. While we celebrate stopping this bid for 13
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Roberts for now, we are all concerned about this happening again or to others.

In conclusion, I want to request the city add some guard rails to the zoning allowances to
protect communities from this kind of thing in the future, so it doesn't always fall on citizens
to fight each and every project. Our community is highly in favor of allowing for building
to help affordable housing and increase housing! We are still reeling that this developer
was planning to use that zoning to do neither of those things, and in fact do the opposite. And
that this would be legal.

I also wanted to write to share our community's strong appreciation for the Historical
Commission. They seem to be the only line of defense at the moment to sort good faith
projects from bad under the new ordinances. We are so grateful to them. There is an immense
swell of support form Mid-Cambridge for this Commission, and I felt it important to inform
the City Council and City Offices of that support. It's wonderful knowing there's a group of
expert individuals looking at these projects as they come along, encouraging the considerate
and helpful ones to go through, and pushing back on the projects that help no one and only
harm our history and our residents. Cambridge has a strong history of striving for equitable,
compassionate communities, with thoughtful design and structure, and gosh it was nice to see
that in action Monday night at the Mid Cambridge Historical Commission meeting!

Please, feel free to reach out to me with any questions about our efforts re: 13 Roberts and
what the local feelings are. 

With gratitude and hope that our little battle over on Roberts Road can help others avoid
similar threats,

Katie Slivensky
17A Roberts Rd



From: P BARTON
To: Histncds
Subject: Support Renewal Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (MCNCD)
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 2:23:21 PM

To whom it can concern,

I generally support the renewal of ﻿Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District
(MCNCD).  Please consider discussing adjustments to it but renew it. A renewal is not a
mandate for no change ever.

Cambridge just passed multifamily zoning. This by itself was never a mandate to withdraw
Conservation Districts, not immediately, and not at all. That is not what was passed.

It is too soon after passing a significant zoning change to start withdrawing Conservation
Districts.  

It is more appropriate to wait until the City has seen and felt the impact of the very recent
zoning changes to consider using that alone as justification for making other changes based on
asserted notions that it would be harmonious to the very recent zoning changes.

The City long ago passed a leash law for dogs and presently such a law is in effect. The City
has not seen fit to expand the leash law to cats just because it applies to dogs.

I am not opposed to affordable housing.  I am not opposed to conservation.  I am not opposed
to change.

Patrick Barton
130 Appleton St

﻿
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From: Josiah Bonsey
To: Histncds
Subject: MCNCD renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 10:51:12 AM

To whom it may concern:

My wife and I own a condominium at 354 Broadway, and a few years ago, we were required
to appear before the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District committee. We
wanted to remove a dilapidated chimney from our roof, which was at risk of collapse. This
chimney was connected to a fireplace that has not been used for several years, possibly
decades. 

The committee ultimately approved our plans to remove the chimney, but not before at least
one member of the committee suggested that it would have been ideal to rebuild the chimney,
despite the fact that it would serve no practical function. 

I am a proud born-and-raised Cantabridgian, and take great interest in our local history. I
appreciate that the MCNCD is intended to help conserve the architectural legacy of our
neighborhood. 

But as a resident, I couldn't tell you how the MCNCD has worked to improve my quality of
life. I can, however, describe at great length why dealing with the MCNCD felt like a
cumbersome and inconvenient process, that could have resulted in my family incurring a great
expense for a non-functional chimney, that not a single person would ever gaze upon from the
sidewalk with an appreciative eye.

In our current economic environment, with extremely high costs for real estate and home
renovations and repairs, it is time to take a much more serious look at the costs and benefits of
neighborhood conservation districts, and ask ourselves who has benefitted from their
existence. I don't believe that the district has benefitted me or my fellow condo owners. I'm
willing to be convinced otherwise, but I would have to hear the Historical Commission
affirmatively make the argument in public. Until then, it's impossible for me not to think that
the MCNCD is an idea whose time has passed. 

Thank you. 

Josiah Bonsey
354 Broadway #1
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From: Dana Bullister
To: Histncds
Subject: Please Oppose Mid-Cambridge NCD Renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 3:16:41 PM

Dear Cambridge Historical Commission,

I urge the Commission to recommend against renewing the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood
Conservation District. 

Cambridge faces a severe housing shortage and the inability for most people to affordably live
in our city has been the single most urgent issue facing Cambridge for years, according
to comprehensive resident surveys. 

The MCNCD adds uncertainty, delay, and cost to new housing production in one of the city's
most desirable neighborhoods, undermining the multifamily zoning reforms adopted last year.
I support more housing in Mid-Cambridge, including affordable and multifamily homes, and
respectfully ask that the MCNCD be allowed to expire.

Sincerely,
Dana Bullister
21 Brookline Street #105

--
Dana Bullister
dana.bullister@gmail.com | +1 (774) 270-1385
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From: Shannon Canavin
To: Histncds
Subject: Allow the MCNCD to expire
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 9:15:14 AM

Hello, 

I am a resident of Cambridge and an writing to share my support of allowing the Mid-
Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (MCNCD) to expire at today's meeting. 

Cambridge has a severe housing shortage, and every delay to new housing production makes it
worse and drives up housing costs and rents. The MCNCD explicitly aims to stifle the creation
of new housing through arbitrary aesthetics as a justification for delaying or blocking
affordable housing projects, resulting in its having one of the lowest percentages of
permanently affordable homes in Cambridge.

Cambridge just passed multifamily zoning last year after years of advocacy. We should not
allow this exceptionally large NCD to continue acting as a backdoor veto on new housing.
I support more housing in Mid-Cambridge and urge the Commission to decline to renew the
MCNCD.

Thank you, 
Shannon Canavin 
182 Third St, Cambridge, MA 02141

Shannon Canavin (she/her/hers)
Artist Visa Services LLC
857-998-0219
www.artistvisaservices.com
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From: Avik Chatterjee
To: Histncds; City Council; City Manager
Subject: Opposing renewing the Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 3:33:51 PM

To Cambridge leadership,

I am writing to support multifamily homes and oppose the Mid-Cambridge NCD.

I have been a Cambridge resident since 2013 and a homeowner here since 2020. I support
affordable housing and increased density in Cambridge, and oppose archaic barriers to
housing from bodies like the Mid-Cambridge NCD.

Professionally, I am a physician for people experiencing homelessness, and have written
extensively about the impact of homelessness on individuals and families, including children.
Uniquely high housing costs in Massachusetts are a result of policies and processes like the
Mid-Cambridge NCD, and must be done away with. 

Please contact me with questions.

Avik
-- 
Avik Chatterjee, MD, MPH
Associate Professor of Medicine, Boston University School of Medicine
Physician, Boston Health Care for the Homeless Program
Lecturer, Harvard Medical School
Associate Epidemiologist, Division of Global Health Equity, Brigham and Women's Hospital
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From: Miah Ebels Duggan
To: Histncds
Subject: Opposing the renewal of MCNCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 6:52:49 AM

To whom it may concern,

I am commenting to express my opposition to renewing the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood
Conservation District. 

It is no surprise that the top issue on most Cantabrigian's minds is housing prices. The city has
a well-documented housing shortage, having added many more jobs than housing units in the
past two decades. 

We're in this mess thanks in no small part to entities like NCDs, which retain localized,
undemocratic power to block developments that would benefit our whole community. Indeed,
the mandate of the MCNCD is to block new housing: its charter's explicit goal is to "prevent
excessive infill development." History shows that "excessive" is here interpreted as "any
multifamily housing."

In the 2025 elections, Cambridge voters clearly affirmed 2025's progressive multifamily
zoning reforms, re-electing six of the seven incumbents who voted for its passage. Cambridge
wants more housing. The power to block project after project should not rest in the hands of a
few people that most Cantabrigians don't even know about. 

New neighbors make Cambridge stronger and more vibrant. Denser housing is more energy-
efficient, encourages healthy lifestyles by increasing walkability, and brings down housing
costs. In order to build, Cambridge must remove obstacles that only serve the exclusionary
interests of a few residents. Please vote against the MCNCD's renewal.

Gratitude,
Miah Ebels Duggan 
3 Sacramento St
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From: Elena Saporta
To: Crosbie, Allison
Subject: Fwd: reminder: Mid-Cambridge NCD Review tonight
Date: Monday, April 27, 2026 6:51:52 PM

Hi Alison,
~ FYI ~
Best, Elena

Dear all,
My daughter is arriving from out of town this evening so I doubt I can make tonight's meeting. 
Although the following issues may be outside the historical commission's purview, I strongly 
believe that they should play a signficant role as part of any planning process in Cambridge:

• Tree Protection: is the  MFH Ordinance allowed to violate the pre-existing Municipal Tree
Ordinance, whose main thrust is the
   protection of trees on private property? The tree ordinance was several years in the making.
The consultant's fee was over $1M.
• Traffic / Parking / Deliveries: I will use Ellery Street as a 'case study,' here:

1. Ellery Street is the only street in mid-Cambridge with a direct connection
between Cambridge Street and Mass. Ave. 

 For this reason, it receives a significant volume of through traffic.
2. The entrance and exit to  the CRLS faculty and staff garage is on Ellery Street between

Cambridge and Broadway. 
 As a result, traffic on the street backs up every morning and afternoon.

3. There is already a dearth of on-street parking on Ellery. It is magical thinking to assume
that the hundred or so new residents

 will all be car-less. Even for those without cars, there will presumably be more uber / lyft
pick-ups and drop-offs, as well as 

 an increased demand for deliveries (eg. Amazon, Uber Eats).
• Solar Access: In December, 2025, I had a full pv solar array installed on my roof - at great
expense. I have also been

 creating a garden / oasis in my backyard over the past 36 years. (This year my garden will
be featured on CPL's

 Secret Gardens of Cambridge tour for the seventh time). The proposed development at 88
Ellery Street will shade both

 solar panels and garden. Protecting existing solar panels, bio-diverse open spaces and
pervious surfaces should
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       be required.

Other factors typically considered as integral to a comprehensive City Planning process
include:
- Utility infrastructure impacts (electric, water, sewer, gas)
- Waste disposal
- Flood risk

Sorry I can't be there!

All the best, 
Elena

Elena Saporta, ASLA, RLA, LEED AP

On Mon, Apr 27, 2026 at 1:39 PM Marilee Meyer <mbm0044@aol.com> wrote:

MID CAMBRIDGE NCD DECENNIAL REVIEW
6:00 PM Monday, April 27, 2026

Location:
Online
Cambridge

Neighborhood:
Mid-Cambridge

Contact:
Allison Crosbie, acrosbie@cambridgema.gov, 617-349-4683

Notice is hereby given that a public meeting will be held on Monday, April 27, 2026, at
6:00PM to introduce the Decennial Review process for the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood
Conservation District.

PLEASE NOTE: The public will be able to participate online via the Zoom platform
(https://zoom.us/) from a phone, tablet, or computer. To join a remote meeting, register at 

https://tinyurl.com/MCApril27 or call (301)715-8592 Webinar ID: 841 7556 9566. Call 617-349-
4683 or check online if you have questions about the meeting location.

-- 
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From: Tyler Etzel
To: Histncds
Subject: Please do not renew the Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 6:06:21 PM

As a resident of Mid-Cambridge, I strongly oppose the MCNCD in it's current state. The
MCNCD has materially reduced new housing construction in the neighborhood, and given that
making it easier to build housing is one of city council's main goals, I believe the best course
of action is to let the commission expire.

My main points of concern:
- The commission has a lot of power for an unelected body, and isn't representative of the
residents of the neighborhood. The commission doesn't have a reasonable timeline to complete
review for projects, and there are no checks/balances to make sure their decisions really do
justly weigh potential benefits to residents from allowing development to happen.
- If the commission is weaponized to delay/block housing on any plot marginally related to
anything historical (e.g. the decision on 84-86 Ellery St), we risk undermining the legitimate
preservation of truly exceptional buildings!

-Tyler Etzel
99 Hancock St
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From: Lee Farris
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Clerk; Huang, Yi-An
Subject: Support for MCNDC continuation
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 6:01:09 PM

I am writing in support of renewing the MCNCD.

I note that MCNCD has approved a number of proposals for large housing developments;
therefore I think MCNCD is not exclusionary.  I think that the discussion in MCNCD has
generally resulted in much better projects- better in terms of how they fit into the
neighborhood while still resulting in large amounts of new units, including inclusionary units. 
The time needed for these discussions is worth the improved results.

I think it makes sense to give residents in a neighborhood input on what is built in the
neighborhood, because residents have a lot of local knowledge they can share to make a
project better.  The residents should be diverse and representative of the neighborhood.

I ask that the Historic Commission continue the MCNDC.

Thanks,

Lee (she/her)
Lee@LeeFarris.net
Norfolk St. Cambridge 02139

mailto:Lee@LeeFarris.net
mailto:Histncds@CambridgeMA.GOV
mailto:CityCouncil@CambridgeMA.GOV
mailto:cityclerk@Cambridgema.gov
mailto:yhuang@Cambridgema.gov


From: Deborah Fawcett
To: Histncds
Subject: Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 8:49:39 AM

I strongly support renewal of the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District.

Deborah Fawcett

Deborah P. Fawcett
Attorney at Law
35 Norris Street
Cambridge, MA 02140
617-694-5056
DeborahPFawcett@gmail.com

This message and any files transmitted with it may contain privileged or confidential information.  Use, disclosure, copying, or distribution
of this message by anyone other than the intended recipient is strictly prohibited.  If you have received this message in error, please
notify the sender by email and destroy all copies of this message within your possession, custody, or control.
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From: Ethan Frank
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council
Subject: Don’t renew Mid Cambridge NCD in its current form
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 12:38:30 PM

To the Historical Commission,

A neighborhood conservation district can be a tool to preserve the “character” of a neighborhood, but mostly they
are tools to delay and block much-needed affordable housing.

The current NCD abuses its power with unclear guidelines and arbitrary / non-existent deadlines, and I’d like to see
it removed or if brought back, in a much reduced capacity.

Sincerely,
Ethan Frank
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From: Matt Goldstein
To: Histncds
Subject: Oppose MCNCD Renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 3:25:58 PM

Dear Cambridge Historical Commission,

This email is to express my strong opposition to renewal of the Mid-Cambridge
Neighborhood Conservation District.  Housing is THE central issue facing our
city.  My main objection to NCDs is that they are fundamentally anti-democratic:
unelected NCD members exert a huge measure of control over housing production in
our city.    Decisions about it cannot be delegated to non-elected residents/quasi-
officials.  It would be an act of extreme cynicism for the city to enact MFH and AHO
and then continue to allow NCDs to throttle housing.  Cambridge residents see
through this kind of maneuvering.  There is no compromise arrangement here.      

Here are the facts:  

Cambridge has a severe housing shortage, and every delay to new housing
production makes it worse and drives up housing costs and rents.
NCDs are a known tool of exclusion, using aesthetics and "character" as
justification to block multifamily projects.
Mid-Cambridge has one of the lowest percentages of permanently affordable
homes in Cambridge.

I will be following this issue closely and supporting/voting for city councillors who
continue to support housing by opposing NCDs.  

Matt Goldstein
North Cambridge
415-215-2396
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From: Esther Hanig
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Manager
Subject: The Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (MCNCD) renewal opposition
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 5:47:43 PM

Mayor Siddiqui, Vice-Mayor Azeen, and Esteemed Cambridge City Councilors,

I am writing to ask that you vote not to renew the MCNCD.  Not only is it not representative
of the neighborhood with too few young renters on the Commission, while it may represent
some of the current neighbors, it neither represents Mid-Cambridge residents of the future nor
the broader interests of the city.  As a consistent roadblock to the construction of desperately
needed housing, its renewal would negatively impact the future of the neighborhood it
purports to represent, as well as the needs of the city.

Thank you for your consideration.

Esther Hanig
136 Pine St., #2
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From: Noah Harper
To: Histncds
Subject: Strong Opposition to Renewing Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 9:21:51 AM

Hello,

As a resident of Mid-Cambridge, as well as an urban planner, I'm writing to express strong
support for more multifamily housing in my neighborhood, and to strongly oppose the renewal
of the MCNCD.

As a renter, I pay more than half of my income to live in our neighborhood. I'd like to be able
to stay in the community as long as possible, but if we continue to arbitrarily enforce a scarcity
of homes here, prices will continue to rise, and only those with the deepest of pockets will be
able to live here. Without neighborhood change, renters like me will continue to be displaced
from Mid-Cambridge.

I'd like to see more homes, more rental and ownership, more affordable and market-rate units,
buildings of different sizes and shapes and architectural styles. I'm excited for change here in
Mid-Cambridge--ending the MCNCD will enable us to champion new housing
developmentthat will make Mid-Cambridge more affordable, vibrant, and resilient in the long
run.

Thank you,

Noah Harper, AICP
898 Massachusetts Ave #3,
Cambridge MA 02139

-- 
Noah Harper | powerandplace.substack.com
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From: Aram Harrow
To: Histncds
Subject: opposing MCNCD renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 4:30:37 PM

Dear Cambridge Historical Commission,

I am glad that you are reviewing the MCNCD.  
I want to share a story about how it has harmed my family specifically, even with a non-
binding review.

My wife and I have always loved living in Cambridge. After our young kids started growing
up, we looked for a place with more space within Cambridge.  Our realtor told us that this was
naive and that we should try a nearby town, like Arlington.  But we were able to afford a
house in Cambridge by finding one that was 150 years old, with lead paint, ancient wiring and
dangerous stairs.  We planned to renovate it before moving in.  But, long story short, we
needed an advisory hearing from the MCNCD before the last stage of our construction.  Even
though their recommendation was non-binding, getting on their calendar, holding the hearing
and waiting for their letter delayed us two months.  This meant that the work couldn't get done
over the summer, and we had to wait until the following year.  As a result we had to move into
our house with the construction only partly done, and live in a construction site for the final
stage of the project.

Others have been impacted much more by the MCNCD.  Probably the biggest impacts are felt
by those who cannot live in Cambridge at all because there is a body charged by the city with
"preventing excessive infill development."  But if you want to know why housing is so hard to
afford in Cambridge now, I am sure that it is the sum of many stories like ours: a 9-month
delay here, a reduction in number of units there, and now our school population is shrinking
and young people can't stay here, all in the name of "conservation".

Please take this opportunity to end the MCNCD. 
Thank you for your work and taking the time to read this.

Aram Harrow
Ellsworth Ave

mailto:harrow@gmail.com
mailto:Histncds@CambridgeMA.GOV


From: Louide Henri
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Manager
Subject: I support multifamily homes and oppose renewing the Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 10:48:57 AM

To whom this may concern,

As a Cambridge resident, I support multifamily homes and oppose renewing the Mid-
Cambridge NCD. 

Massachusetts has the 2nd highest cost of living. The population is aging and
declining, and cities are losing significant tax revenue. 18-35 year olds are fleeing
the state for Texas and Florida.

Cambridge, given the robust public transit, is morally obligated to help solve the
housing crisis. Multifamily development is how we create a brighter future for the
state:

Cambridge has a severe housing shortage, and every delay to new housing
production makes it worse and drives up housing costs and rents.
NCDs are a known tool of exclusion, using aesthetics and "character" as
justification to block multifamily projects.
Mid-Cambridge has one of the lowest percentages of permanently affordable
homes in Cambridge.
Cambridge just passed multifamily zoning last year after years of advocacy.
We should not allow this exceptionally large NCD to continue acting as a
backdoor veto on new housing. 

Again, I support more housing in Mid-Cambridge and urge the Commission to
decline to renew the MCNCD.

Best Regards!
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From: Thomas Hentschel
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Manager
Subject: Oppose renewing the Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 12:48:38 PM

Dear Historical Commision members,

It feels like the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (MCNCD) has too much
power to block new housing projects from being constructed. The MCNCD gives neighbors a
loophole to effectively block housing projects permitted by the new multifamily zoning law
using bad-faith arguments based on exclusionary criteria like aesthetics and neighborhood
"character".

As a renter, every delay to develop more housing to address the severe housing shortage in
Cambridge acutely affects me in the form of large rent increases and scarcity in finding an
affordable place to live.  I support more housing in Mid-Cambridge, and I think the best path
forward is to let the MCNCD expire.

Thomas Hentschel,
295 Harvard St, Cambridge, MA 02139
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From: Brendan Hickey
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Clerk
Subject: Mid-Cambridge Decennial Review public comment
Date: Friday, June 19, 2026 3:55:36 PM
Attachments: ncd_jurisdictional_guidance.pdf

The Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District Commission should not be renewed.

Attached you will find the Cambridge Historic Commission's own April 1, 2025 training
slides, obtained through a public records request. Staff are coaching commissioners to regulate
size and shape by proxy, after the Council removed size and shape their jurisdiction.

Page 13 advises that when discussing a project's "general design," a commissioner can suggest
"stepping back an addition or new construction" or "changing the shape of a roof." These are
size-and-shape modifications. The same slide then advises that such suggestions "should not
be included in the Certificate of Appropriateness." This is an impermissible review, applied as
informal pressure and kept off the record, where it can't be reviewed or challenged. The slide
states its own rationale: avoiding "confusion, questions around enforcement, or unnecessary
legal challenges." The goal is to influence the outcome without creating a reviewable record.

This fits a broader pattern. For nearly two decades, the NCD ran a title-swapping scheme to
evade term limits in violation of city ordinance. Membership almost entirely turned over after
this came to light. However, the same staff who administered that scheme still train new
commissioners. As these slides show, they're still coaching them to work around the law.

Renewing the Mid-Cambridge NCD would invite further interference with the Council's
policy objectives.

Sincerely,
Brendan Hickey
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Jurisdiction Advice to NCD
Commissioners
Cambridge Historical Commission


April 1, 2025







Purpose


The City Council finds it necessary to enact this article … in
order to preserve, conserve and protect the beauty and heritage
of the City; to improve the quality of its built environment
through identification, conservation and maintenance of
neighborhoods, areas, sites and structures which constitute or
reflect distinctive features of the architectural, cultural, political,
economic, racial, or social history of the City; to foster
appropriate use and wider public knowledge and appreciation of 
such neighborhoods, areas or structures; to welcome a diverse 
set of residents and broaden appreciation for individuals with 
marginalized identities who have shaped Cambridge's history; 
and by furthering these purposes in balance with other City 
priorities such as affordable housing construction, environ-
mental sustainability, and accessibility to promote the public 
welfare by making the City a more attractive, desirable, 
affordable, diverse, equitable, accessible, and inclusive place in 
which to live and work. To achieve these purposes, the City may 
designate neighborhood conservation districts and landmarks to 
be administered as set forth in this article.







An NCD commission’s jurisdiction is described in Chapter 2.78,


Article III of the City Code:


“Except as the order designating or amending a landmark or


neighborhood conservation district may otherwise provide …,


the … commission having jurisdiction shall review all


construction, demolition or alteration that affects the exterior 


architectural features, other than color, ADA compliance 


features, accessibility features, climate resiliency features, or 


renewable energy features of any landmark or within any 


neighborhood conservation district” (2.78.090.A).







“A. In passing upon matters before it, the … commission shall


consider, among other things, the historic and architectural 


value and significance of the site or structure, the general 


design, arrangement, texture and material of the features


involved, and the relation of such features to similar features of 


structures in the surrounding area. In the case of new


construction or additions to existing structures a … Commission


shall not consider the appropriateness of the size and shape of 


the structure, and a … Commission shall not impose 


dimensional and setback requirements in addition to those 


required by applicable provision of the zoning ordinance. A 


Commission shall not consider interior arrangements or 


architectural features not subject to public view.







“B. ANeighborhood Conservation District Commission shall


not make any recommendation or requirement except for the 


purpose of preventing proposals incongruous to the historic 


aspects, architectural significance or the distinctive character of 


the … neighborhood conservation district.


“C. In passing upon matters before it, the … commission shall


also consider community goals as may from time to time be 


expressed by the City Council, including the need to provide 


additional housing, affordable and otherwise, and to promote 


the sustainable use of energy and capacity for climate


resilience.”







While the recent amendments foreclose NCD commissions’


ability to consider size and shape of additions and new 


construction, commissions retain significant jurisdiction over 


other factors described in 2.78.220.A and 050.B, and may deny 


a Certificate of Appropriateness to a project found to be 


inappropriate or incongruous in these respects without 


considering size or shape of an addition of new construction:







• “Demolition or alteration that affects … exterior


architectural features.”


Demolition is defined as “the act of pulling down,


destroying, removing or razing structures, or commencing 


the work of total or substantial destruction with the intent 


of completing the same.” In considering applications


involving demolition, the NCD commission must consider, 


“among other things, the historic and architectural value


and significance of the site or structure”An NCD 


commission may deny a Certificate of Appropriateness for 


demolition of an existing structure regardless of the nature 


of the replacement project.







• “The historic and architectural value and significance of


the site or structure.”


Architectural value and significance can relate to the 


period, style, configuration, ornamentation, and rarity of a 


building among others in the community, as well as its 


associations with an architect or housewright. With the 


advice of staff drawing on the Historical Commission’s


deep knowledge of Cambridge buildings and architecture, 


a commission may reasonably consider these factors in 


evaluating an application for a certificate for demolition,


alterations, additions, or new construction on the premises.







• “The general design, arrangement, texture and material


of the features involved.”


With regard to alterations, additions, and new construction, 


this provision allows review of architectural style and 


“general arrangement”; the setting (siting); the kind,


material and texture of exterior building materials, 


including siding and roofing; the type and style of 


windows, doors, lights, signs and other appurtenant 


exterior fixtures.







• “The relation of such features to similar [exterior


architectural] features of structures in the surrounding 


area.”


This provision allows the commission to consider the 


impact of a project on its urban context, including its effect 


on surrounding structures. While a commission may not 


impose setback requirements beyond those established by 


zoning, it can consider and act upon the appropriateness of 


the location of an addition or new construction on a lot.







• “Among other things.”


Commissions have traditionally been open to testimony 


about a wide range of pertinent factors. In general, 


commissioners may discuss matters of public interest if 


they are directly related to the commission’s jurisdiction


and the matter at hand.







Conclusions 


• The exclusion of size and shape of additions and new 


construction from consideration does not prevent 


commissions from approving or denying projects on other 


grounds. Some discussion of size and shape is unavoidable – 


they are shown on the plans presented by the applicant and 


members of the public cannot reasonably be prevented from 


commenting on them – but the chair should limit discussion 


of these features, and commissions must base their decisions 


on the other factors enumerated here.







• In discussing the general design of a project, a Commission 


can make suggestions about such matters as stepping back an 


addition or new construction to diminish its visibility from a 


public way, maintaining traditional relationships between 


existing and new construction/additions to historical 


structures, creating voids or projections in elevations to 


break up the monotony or flatness of a structure, or changing 


the shape of a roof. Such suggestions should not be included 


in the Certificate of Appropriateness unless agreed to by the 


applicant because that could lead to confusion, questions 


around enforcement, or unnecessary legal challenges as to 


the applicability of those suggestions.







From: Daniel Hidalgo
To: Histncds
Subject: Oppose MCNCD Renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 4:14:45 PM

Dear Cambridge Historical Commission,

I am writing to urge you to decline to renew  or dramatically alter the rules governing the Mid-
Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District.  The district has become a tool used to delay
and block the creation of new housing, one of the top priorities of the city.  If it's to remain in
place, strong rules should be put in place that limit the district's jurisdiction and ability to
delay badly needed housing.  I appreciate the hard work involved in running these districts,
but they should operate in light of the city's broader goals and needs. 

Best,
Daniel Hidalgo

mailto:fdhidalgo@gmail.com
mailto:Histncds@CambridgeMA.GOV


From: Aaron Homer
To: Histncds
Subject: Opposing Renewal of MCNCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 9:35:54 AM

Hello,

I'm writing to oppose the renewal of the MCNCD. MCNCD's approach to 60 Ellery Street and
the "Architects Committee" demonstrates a clear misuse of power at a time when Cambridge
desperately needs more housing. City committees should not be acting as undemocratic
HOAs.

Thank you,
Aaron Homer
90 Grozier Rd, Cambridge MA 02138
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From: Patrick Joyce
To: Histncds
Subject: Please don’t renew the MCNCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 3:07:02 PM

Dear Cambridge Historical Commission staff -

I’m writing to urge you to allow the MCNCD to expire so that our city can continue its growing efforts to create
more housing in every neighborhood.

As a former resident of Mid Cambridge (I currently live in North Cambridge), I know it’s been one of the slowest
neighborhoods to increase the stock of permanently affordable homes in our city.

One of the ways we can change that is by removing the obstacles posed by the MCNCD, which has only delayed
development and made projects more expensive.

Mid Cambridge should be allowed to contribute to solving the housing crisis with new multifamily housing as much
as any other neighborhood.

Please decline to renew the MCNCD!

Thank you for your service and the important work you do,

Patrick Joyce
2130 Massachusetts Ave., #7C
Cambridge 02140

mailto:patrick@joycemail.net
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From: Annette LaMond
To: Azeem, Burhan; Flaherty, Timothy; McGovern, Marc; Nolan, Patricia; Siddiqui, Sumbul; Simmons, Denise;

Sobrinho-Wheeler, Jivan; Al-Zubi, Ayah; Zusy, Catherine
Cc: Sullivan, Charles M.; Hill, Eric; Crosbie, Allison; HistComm; City Manager; City Clerk
Subject: Mid Cambridge NCD – Please Support
Date: Monday, September 7, 2026 1:24:59 PM

Dear Councillors,

I am writing in support of the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District. I urge the Council to reapprove
the District with the modifications to goals and review guidelines proposed by the CHC in June.

I write as a longtime Cambridge resident. Except for two years in New Haven, my husband and I have lived in
Cambridge since 1971. We started out as young graduate students in a rental apartment building on Broadway, later
living in apartments on Walnut Avenue, Walker Street and Mt. Auburn Street. We patronized local shops and
restaurants in each neighborhood. After buying a house and having children, we came to know the city in a deeper
way as we became acquainted with its schools, recreational facilities, community buildings, and institutions. Along
the way, we have volunteered for nonprofit organizations throughout the city. Now, having achieved senior citizen
status, we know the city and its distinctive neighborhoods very well.

When we first lived in Cambridge, the city was rather grungy. Many buildings, public and private, needed
maintenance and most parks were in shabby condition. (In the early 1990s, my sons played on a Little League field
with so many rocks that the fielders couldn’t predict how a ball would bounce.) Over the past 25 years, the city has
been transformed. And much credit is due to the Cambridge Historical Commission with its oversight of projects in
Historic Districts and Neighborhood Conservation Districts, its reviews of demolition applications, as well as its
administration of CPA grants for historic preservation. Along the way, I have attended CHC various hearings, and
always come away impressed by the Commission, both staff and commissioners; this is so, even when I might have
preferred another outcome. 

The Mid Cambridge NCD is part of the story of the city's transformation over the past decades. I have attended a
number of organized walks through the District’s streets, two of which were focused on looking at development
projects, pre and post-NCD. The stories of particular projects – the sensitivity of the NCD commission members –
are striking. Thanks to the Mid Cambridge NCD, new projects have proceeded, but with sensitivity to surroundings.
Development has been allowed, but in ways that fit the neighborhood. Thanks to the NCD, Mid Cambridge is a
place where people want to live – not just for a year one two, but to settle. And one of the strengths of our city is the
number of people who have built their lives here.

Recently, I took a friend – new to Cambridge – through Mid-Cambridge. She was impressed and said that she would
like to live in the neighborhood. I told her that the City Council is about to review the NCD, and that dismantling it
is a possibility. For a newcomer, considering the neighborhood as a place to live, that prospect was alarming. 

I urge you to support the Mid Cambridge NCD. The loss of the NCD would harm not only the neighborhood, but the
city as a whole.

Sincerely,

Annette LaMond 

7 Riedesel Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02138
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From: Janice Lichtman
To: Histncds
Subject: Fwd: Please do not renew the Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 1:32:58 PM

I am a Cambridge resident. Housing costs have skyrocketed to the point where I am not sure
how much longer I can keep living in this city I love. One of the biggest reasons for the
exorbitant costs of housing is decades of downzoning and limitations on building new
housing. Cambridge made a great move towards equity last year by passing multifamily
zoning. Please do not allow this exceptionally large NCD to continue acting as a backdoor
veto on new housing and block the progress we've made.
I support more housing in Mid-Cambridge and urge the Commission to decline to renew the
MCNCD.

Sincerest thanks,
Janice Lichtman

-- 

“Be who you are and say what you feel because those who mind don't matter and those who
matter don't mind.”

Dr. Seuss

-- 

“Be who you are and say what you feel because those who mind don't matter and those who
matter don't mind.”

Dr. Seuss
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From: Reeva Meyer
To: Histncds
Subject: Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (MCNCD) Renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 5:43:49 PM

To the Members of the Cambridge Historical Commission:

My succinct message follows:
I support multifamily homes in Mid-Cambridge and urge you to support the expiration
of the Mid-Cambridge NCD.

Further comments: Cambridge has a severe housing shortage.  The MCNCD has
suppressed housing in Mid-Cambridge for decades and runs counter to the 2025
Multifamily Housing Ordinance which ended exclusionary zoning.

Cambridge is committed to becoming a more welcoming city for a wide range of
people.  Please support multifamily homes and oppose renewing the Mid-Cambridge
NCD.

Thank you for your attention to this crucial matter.

Sincerely,
Reeva J. Meyer
30 Dover Street, #3
Cambridge 02140
Co-owner since 1994

mailto:reeva.meyer@gmail.com
mailto:Histncds@CambridgeMA.GOV


From: David Hattis
To: City Council; Histncds
Subject: Mid Cambridge NCD Decennial Review
Date: Friday, June 19, 2026 12:51:49 PM

Hello,

Given the citywide conversation about multifamily zoning and the Mid Cambridge
NCD's upcoming decennial review, I wanted to write in to express support for the changes that
the city council has made to make it easier to build housing in neighborhoods like Mid
Cambridge. 

Prior to multifamily zoning reform in 2025, almost all of Mid Cambridge was zoned as C-1.
This was permissive compared to the A and B zones elsewhere in the city, but still fairly
restrictive. On top of that, the Mid Cambridge NCD (until the council changed the rules
governing NCDs in 2023) in practice functioned as a second, non transparent layer of zoning.
Often developments would be proposed in Mid Cambridge that were zoning compliant, and
then a negotiation would take place where the scale of the development was made smaller. 

I wanted to see how much housing was built in the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood
Conservation District from 2015 to 2025. To do this I downloaded the City's Housing Starts
data and I filtered for developments that were within the boundaries of the Mid Cambridge
NCD. The result I got is that between 2015 and 2025, the area covered by the Mid-Cambridge
NCD lost 23 homes. These 23 lost homes include the 24 homes demolished at Vail Court in
2018. If we remove that property from consideration, we get that the area covered by the Mid-
Cambridge NCD added only one net new home between 2015 and 2025.

Much of this failure to build homes was due to the previous zoning, which was quite
restrictive. The Mid Cambridge NCD also contributed to the difficulty of building new homes.
Often (what appear to be) zoning compliant proposals would come before the Mid Cambridge
NCD, and over a series of meetings, a negotiation would happen where the development
would be forced to be smaller. One example is 10 Ellery St., which until 2013 was a two
family home located next door to a six story building. The owner proposed building an
additional 2 unit building on the lot, bringing the total number of homes on the lot to 4. It went
before the mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation Commission; the minutes of that
meeting are here:

Despite the proposal (I believe) being zoning compliant (the C-1 district at the time allowed
0.75 FAR), the proposal was rejected. Two months later, the applicant revised their proposal
so that the building was significantly smaller and had only two total units on the lot rather than
four. Even this smaller proposal was rejected by the mid-Cambridge NCD because it (among
other reasons) "represented excessive infill".

Eventually a new structure at 10 Ellery St was built, but in the end no new homes were added
to the lot; today there are still only two homes at 10 Ellery st. Other examples of zoning
compliant proposals being forced by the Mid Cambridge NCD to be smaller include:

6 Maple Ave (final approved design lost a floor relative to first proposal), 17 Ellsworth (final
design was 500 square feet less than initial design), 12 Fayette St (final design reduced by
400-450 square feet; was only approved after 4 meetings!). 
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In summary, prior to the multifamily zoning reform and the changes to the NCD rules in 2023,
it was extremely difficult to build housing in places like Mid Cambridge. I applaud the council
for the changes that are making it possible to add housing in these kinds of neighborhoods.
Hopefully in 10 years the data shows that more homes exist in the Mid Cambridge NCD than
do today.

David Hattis
393 Broadway



From: Deb Nicholson
To: Histncds
Subject: Do not renew Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (MCNCD)
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 11:17:52 AM

Hello, 
I am a long time Cambridge resident and homeowner. I am writing in to oppose the renewal of
the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (MCNCD.)

Over the last two decades, I have watched many friends and neighbors move away from
Cambridge. They move in, put down roots and become neighbors only to be told that when
they are ready to start families or need an extra room for some other reason that they will not
be able to stay. Sometimes, they don't even need more space, they just need a safer, more
modern or more accessible living situation or they want to buy instead of rent but our housing
market offers next to nothing for middle class families making a modest living.  

Cambridge has utterly failed to keep pace with housing demands in our town. Hiding behind
"neigborhood character" makes it impossible to build more housing for working people,
teachers, professors, nonprofit professionals and families -- people who want to stay here,
people who are being forced out every year. It's cowardly, selfish and short-sighted to design
our zoning solely for the enrichment of the few residents who want to draw the ladder up
behind them and see Cambridge stagnate. 

I hope that we will firmly choose to END the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation
District (MCNCD) so that we can build the neighborhood we need. 
Thank you, 
Deb Nicholson
Ward 3
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From: Gus Rancatore
To: Histncds
Subject: I support renewing the MId-Cambridge Historic District!
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 3:50:04 PM

Gus Rancatore

The city needs a comprehensive plan for housing not one created by recent graduates of the
MIT Real Estate Program.

mailto:gus@tosci.com
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From: Leah Rand
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Manager
Subject: Opposition to renewal of Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 8:52:38 AM

Good morning,

I am writing to express my strong opposition to renewing the Mid-Cambridge NCD. I have
many concerns about the NCD. It is a non-transparent process that is not accountable to the
City and its residents. Projects are being delayed because a self-named "architects committee"
hems and haws over the aesthetics of a design, all while driving up the costs of holding
property awaiting development and depriving would-be residents of their homes. 
The NCD's mission to prevent housing density is in direct contravention of the City's
multifamily zoning ordinance. After years of debate, the Council and residents chose to allow
higher density housing. Yet, this unelected, unaccountable body stands in the way of fulfilling
that shared vision. 

As a long-time mid-Cambridge resident, I support more housing in Mid-Cambridge; I want
others to be able to enjoy this wonderful neighborhood and the advantages it offers.

Sincerely,
Leah Rand
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From: Justin Saif
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Manager; Abettercambridge Info
Subject: Opposition to Renewal of Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 2:19:44 PM

Good afternoon,

I write to oppose renewal of the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District.
MCNCD has severe structural issues that cannot be remedied by the incredibly minor
tweaks proposed by Commission staff.

Structural Problems

Arbitrary and Conflicting Guidelines. The NCDs have a conflicting set of guidelines, and their
training materials make the legally dubious claim that they can ignore their existing mandate
not to consider the size and shape of a building by leaving such grounds out of any written
decisions. The Land Court struck down Brookline’s NCD Ordinance, finding it in part a home
rule violation not permitted by state law.

Accountability Gaps. Some commission members were permitted to serve for decades,
skirting term limit rules, and only remedied recently when these repeated violations were
pointed out

Renter Exclusion. Renters make up 2/3 of Cambridge residents. Despite that fact, renters have
been significantly underrepresented on the commission, while a small group of homeowners
have rotated through for years.

Process as Punishment. The MCNCD imposes no firm timeline on project approvals. Keeping
a project in review indefinitely is itself a tool of opposition that drives up costs

Open Meeting Law Issues. Questions have been raised as to whether the MCNCD
Commissioners have privately deliberated by email. Such private deliberations would
constitute a clear violation of the Massachusetts Open Meeting Law.

Harm to Affordability. Analysis has shown that Neighborhood Conservation Districts reduce
infill housing and increase housing costs in Cambridge, consistent with their original intent.

Cambridge has a severe housing shortage, and every delay to new housing production makes it
worse and drives up housing costs and rents. NCDs are a known tool of exclusion, using
aesthetics and "character" as justification to block multifamily projects. Mid-Cambridge has
one of the lowest percentages of permanently affordable homes in Cambridge. Cambridge just
passed multifamily zoning last year after years of advocacy. We should not allow this
exceptionally large NCD to continue acting as a backdoor veto on new housing. 

I support more housing in Mid-Cambridge and urge the Commission to recommend non-
renewal of the MCNCD.

Best,
Justin
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To:  Cambridge Historical Commission 

Re:  Decennial Review of the Mid Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District (NCD)  

Date:  September 21, 2026 

I write to support the Mid Cambridge NCD and their mission in the city of Cambridge. I urge 
City Council to renew their charter and in fact increase their authority.  The boundaries 
should remain the same.   The NCD does some remarkable work in reviewing housing 
projects, recommending changes and appropriately rejecting first attempts at renovation 
and demolition.  I have found their role central to maintaining a sense of the historic nature 
of Mid Cambridge. The staff is very helpful, well informed, patient and courteous, and well 
versed in our community and its historic character.  And I applaud the willingness of fellow 
citizens to serve on the Board, which can be a thankless responsibility.  

The NCD is critical to maintaining the character of Mid Cambridge by advancing projects 
that will serve the neighborhood, and not irrevocably alter it. The staff know the history, 
they appreciate the complexity and are aware of the balances that need to accommodated 
as we move forward and work to expand available housing. And with conservation in their 
name, conserving character of our housing needs to be a part of their mission.     

The multi-family zoning changes of 2025 has been very challenging for the city and NCD.  I 
think the Commission and the staff have navigated these challenges effectively, dealing 
with developers and residents who are angry and frustrated about the changes and what 
they may mean for the City.    

This has happened because the Council is not doing an adequate job in ensuring how the 
multitude of projects can be accommodated without straining the infrastructure to the 
point of breaking – e.g., water/sewer impacts, safety and access for essential services with 
more density, parking availability and air pollution, impact on existing solar, loss of open 
space.  If you look at the many projects on Ellery St for example,  this needs to be done 
while maintaining the historic nature of mid-cambridge - respecting the library, high school, 
and the juxtaposition of old and new within a few blocks.  Do not take the lack of planning 
on the Council’s part as a reason to limit the authority of the NCD.   

The Council has made NCD’s  job more difficult.  Because the Council did not think through 
the issues cited above with the new multi-family zoning - many people think the NCD 
should deal with those and they have not been given the authority to do so.  Therefore, the 
Council needs to address those issues, and not “solve” the problem by further limiting the 
authority of the NCD.   



I advocate for the City Council maintaining the Charter of the District and the Historical 
Commission and in fact, their roles should be strengthened given the challenges we are 
facing with expanding housing in the city.  For example, by allowing them to work with City 
departments who have oversight over other areas of development (issues noted above). 
They should be allowed to change the dimensions and scope of projects if they find them 
not in keeping with the area. I cite Ellery St. as an example of where this needs to be done.    

In closing, I urge you the Council to reaffirm the authority and responsibilities of the  Mid 
Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District.  We need their help and knowledge to 
keep mid Cambridge vibrant, livable and historic.  

Sincerely, 

Nancy L. Seidman 

9 Cleveland St 

 



September 7,2026 

 

To the Cambridge City Council, 

I am writing in support of renewing the MCNCD.  Anyone familiar with the buildings it has 
helped preserve knows how pivotal its work has been to maintaining the beauty and 
architectural integrity of mid-Cambridge. 

A two family-across the street from me was gutted and rehabbed a few years ago. The 
MCNCD presided over a series of meetings that began with a design that was unacceptable 
to the neighbors. The MCNCD facilitated the conversation between the neighbors and the 
contractor, listening respectfully to both sides and offering helpful insights. The skillful 
negotiation resulted in both a design and a process that everyone felt good about. 

As Cambridge embarks on an unprecedented building spree, the MCNCD is more 
important than ever. It is the only city entity tasked with preserving the distinctive 
architectural beauty and character that makes mid-Cambridge one of the most desirable 
neighborhoods in the country.  MCNCD has done an excellent job of fulfilling its mandate of 
“preserving, conserve and protect the beauty and heritage” of mid-Cambridge. It must be 

allowed to continue this work. 

 

Sincerely, 

Debra Shapiro                                                                                                                                         

404A Broadway 

 

 



From: Dave Slaney
To: Histncds
Subject: MCNCD renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 10:57:55 AM

To the Historical Commission,
I strongly oppose the renewal of the MCNCD. For too long, that body has obstructed
the building of the new housing our city sorely needs. Thank you.
Dave Slaney
237 Norfolk St.

mailto:dtslaney@hotmail.com
mailto:Histncds@CambridgeMA.GOV


From: Elena
To: Histncds
Subject: Oppose MCNCD renewal
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 11:31:15 AM

Hello, 

I'm a Cambridge resident and I urge you to not renew the MCNCD. I have been a renter in
Cambridge on and off since 2012. Now, as a new parent interested in buying a home for my
growing family, it is clearer than ever to me that Cambridge is in a severe housing shortage
and affordability crisis. Buying in Cambridge is likely out of reach for myself and many others
who contribute to the vibrancy of this community.  

The MCNCD exists as a tool to block housing, and in particular, the building of new
multifamily housing projects that will increase available and affordable units. Cambridge
passed the Multifamily Housing Ordinance in 2025 because we, as a city, decided that we
need exactly that type of new building in order to meet the demands of the current moment.
We should not let the MCNCD, a commission that does not represent the view of Cambridge
as a whole, block these efforts in one of the most central, well-resourced, and largest
neighborhoods in Cambridge.

Cambridge's character will always be defined by the people who live here and the ways we
adapt to a changing world, more so than by any particular aesthetic style. I urge the Historical
Commission to decline to renew the MCNCD. 

Thank you,

Elena Stein 
45 Yerxa Road #305
Cambridge, MA 02140 

mailto:ers145@gmail.com
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From: Sarah Stone
To: Histncds
Cc: City Council; City Manager
Subject: No to renewal of MCNCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 6:11:23 PM

Dear Cambridge Historical Commission and City Council,

I have lived in Cambridge for 8 years, in Mid-Cambridge for 5.  I'm writing to oppose
the renewal of the Mid-Cambridge Neighborhood Conservation District in its present
form.  I appreciate that entities like the NCD provide value to our city, but their roles
must be clarified and their oversight must be placed on a timeline. It is a fact that we
are in a housing crisis and the NCD has attempted to block developments that would
have added a significant number of housing units to the neighborhood. That is
unacceptable.

NCDs should be subject to greater transparency so that - among other things -
Cambridge residents can seek out and read minutes from more recently than 2022. I
would propose that the MCNCD be allowed to choose a certain number of projects
per year that they can support conserving. I also believe developers should have an eye
towards aesthetic harmony with existing buildings when making their proposals, but
that these aesthetics be clarified and not subject to the NCD's case-by-case whims.

Please remember that the result of an ever worsening housing crisis is that Cambridge
will be become a museum: full of beautiful buildings, but with no renewal by future
generations because so few can afford to live here.

Thank you!
Sarah
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From: N Trivedi
To: Histncds
Subject: Amendments to NCDs
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 6:18:01 PM

Dear CHC:

I am a 16 yr Cambridge resident. I believe the NCDs should be updated to take into account
the new Multifamily Housing Overlay. Whereas it's important to have a way for residents to
share feedback with the City and developers, NCDs should work in tandem to bring
development to neighborhoods but not be an arbiter of development or zoning -  that's what
the Council and zoning ordinances are for. 

Thank you,
Neheet Trivedi
Magoun St Cambridge

mailto:ntrivedi00@gmail.com
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From: Susan Turner
To: Histncds
Subject: MCNCD tonight
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 12:40:06 PM

I have another commitment tonight or I’d come to the meeting. 

It is distressing to see some residents of Cambridge trying to keep their privileged housing while others are priced
out of living here.  We have gotten to the point of having only wealthy people on one hand, and people who qualify
for the present subsidized affordable housing, with little in between on the other.  Unfortunately with our zoning
from the past,  we have avoided responding to the need for more housing in general.   The apartment on Erie St. for
mostly poor people fits perfectly easily in the neighborhood.  But there needs to be more such buildings - 13 stories
high - now, for more people of varied incomes.  Rather than keeping the restrictions of the past, we must respond to
the needs of the present.  Please make Cambridge an example of how to grow, not how to keep people away.

Susan Turner
182 Magazine St. #2
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From: Wayne Welke
To: Histncds
Cc: City Manager; City Council
Subject: Please Oppose Renewing the Mid-Cambridge NCD
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 11:45:10 AM

Dear Commission Members and Staff -

The MCNCD is an archaic vestige of NIMBYism that deserves to die a
natural death! Please do not renew this overt restriction of the new
housing for which Cambridge voters have worked so long.

Cambridge just passed multifamily zoning last year after years of
advocacy. Please do not allow this exceptionally large NCD to continue
acting as a backdoor veto on new housing, especially since Mid-Cambridge
has one of the lowest percentages of permanently affordable homes in
Cambridge.

NCDs are a known tool of exclusion (red-lining by another name), using
aesthetics and "character" as justification to block multifamily projects. As
a Cambridge resident and home-owner of over 55 years, I
urge you to reject renewal of the MCNCD and make homes available to all.

~Wayne Welke

30 Dover Street - #3
Cambridge, MA 02140
603.264.3674 (cell)
welke@alum.mit.edu
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From: James Zall
To: Histncds
Subject: Mid-Cambridge NCD Review
Date: Monday, June 22, 2026 12:23:38 PM

To the CHC staff,
In the past 16 months, I've attended (via Zoom) several MCNCD meetings. Early in this
period, I heard the Commissioners try to bridge the gap between

1. their assigned role in maintaining the appearance and layout of Mid-Cambridge as
first built, mostly in the 1800s and early 1900s, and 

2. the zoning laws and housing policies set by Cambridge government as it mitigates
the consequences of our present housing shortage. 

At first, Commissioners wondered aloud about how this important question would be
settled. More than one even asked if there was still a role for a Neighborhood Conservation
District.
Over a period of months, the Commission's solution to this dilemma became apparent.
Commissioners still discussed out-of-scope issues, but replaced direct references to height
and shape of buildings with subjective standards -- whether a proposed building felt jarring,
intimidating, incongruous, overbearing, etc. A previously casual approach to public
comment gave way to speakers being cut off when their statements were construed as
insufficiently limited to the specifics of the case at hand.
It has become clear that the gap between the housing policies and laws established by City
Council and City departments, and the NCD's city-assigned role of maintaining a long
legacy of smaller residential buildings and exclusionary practices, is a matter of overlapping
jurisdictions with irreconcilable goals. If we are going to survive the our economic, political
and social problems around housing, the answer to the MCNCD Commissioners' question,
"Is there still a role for an NCD?" must be "no".
Please allow the jurisdiction of the Mid-Cambridge NCD to expire.
Thank you,
James Zall
203 Pemberton Street
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