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BOARD OF ZONING APPEALS NARRATIVE 

The Wang Residence 
21 Gurney Street 
Cambridge, MA 

 
August 17, 2023 

 

1. RELIEF DESCRIPTION 

Please provide a brief description of the relief. The relief requested will be limited to the work 
described, regardless of whether it shows on the plans. The work described should be 
limited only to the relief needed. 

 

a. Brief description of work that requires Variance relief: 

We are seeking variance relief from Article 5.000 Section 5.31.1 (Table 5-1. 
Table of Dimensional Requirements – Residential Districts) and Article 5.000 Section 
5.24.1.h (Ordinance No. 2022-9, Yard Exemptions) to build a new 18" high wood deck 
within the rear yard setbacks, extending 19 feet 2 inches from the house foundation 
walls, where the ordinance allows for elevated features to be built within the yard 
setbacks so long as they project no more than 12 feet from the house foundation 
walls. 

 

Please see Figure 1a in this application's narrative packet for a diagram 
showing the proposed deck design. 
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Figure 1a: Proposed Deck Design, Deck Projections from Building Foundation, and Setbacks
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b. Brief description of work that requires Special Permit relief: 

We are seeking special permit relief from Article 8.000 Section 8.22.2.d 
(Nonconformance) to increase the Floor Area Ratio (FAR) of this lot where the existing 
FAR is already above the allowable limit as defined by the ordinance for this district. 

We are seeking to enclose an area below an existing overhang of the building, 
which is currently being used as a storage area by the homeowners to keep outdoor 
furniture, garden tools, and yard accessories. The intention for doing so is to visually 
screen undesirable views of the items in the storage area from both the homeowners 
and neighbors when using the rear yard. The use of the space will not differ from its 
current use as a storage area.  

Since the enclosed space will be less than 50% open it will therefore count as 
an additional 0.03 FAR (102 SF Gross Floor Area) towards the lot’s FAR. The property 
currently has an existing FAR of 1.36 which is already above the allowable limit of 0.5 
as defined by the ordinance for this district. 

 

Please see Figure 1a in this application's narrative packet for a diagram 
showing the location of the proposed enclosed storage area. 

Please see Figures 2a and 2b in this application's narrative packet for photos of 
the existing conditions and the proposed enclosed storage area, respectively. 

Please see Table 1 in this application's narrative packet for existing and 
proposed Floor Area Ratio calculations for this application. 
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Figure 2a: Existing Conditions of Storage Area under Building Overhang

 

Figure 2b: Proposed Elevation of Enclosed Storage Area under Building Overhang
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Table 1: Floor Area Ratio Calculations
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2. VARIANCE NARRATIVE (PROPOSED DECK) 

Each of the following requirements for a variance must be established and set forth in 
complete detail by the applicant in accordance with MGL40A, Section 10. 

If you have any questions as to whether you can establish all of the applicable legal 
requirements, you should consult with your own attorney. 

 

a. A literal enforcement of the provisions of this Ordinance would involve a 
substantial hardship, financial or otherwise, to the petitioner or appellant for the 
following reasons: 

A literal enforcement of the provisions of this Ordinance would present a 
substantial hardship for the homeowners to build a functional deck due to two 
primary existing conditions: 

Firstly, the existing lot is undersized for the zoning district which it’s located in, 
as demonstrated by the existing lot size (3,728 SF) being less than the minimum lot 
size for the zoning district (5,000 SF). As a result, the rear yard setback as defined by 
the provisions of this ordinance present a substantial hardship to the homeowners' 
ability to build a new deck on their property, one that is not typically encountered on 
other lots in the same Residence B zoning district. 

The rear yard setback as required by the ordinance for this district is 25 feet, 
which is greater than the entirety of the lot's existing rear yard measuring 20 feet 10 
inches from the rear face of building. This presents a substantial hardship for the 
homeowner since the entirety of their rear yard falls within the yard setback and 
therefore subject to the provisions of this ordinance, where a more typical sized lot 
within this zoning district would have a greater ability to build a deck in compliance 
with the ordinance because they aren’t subject to the limitations unique to this 
property. 

Secondly, the location of an existing mature Japanese Maple tree also 
contributes a substantial hardship to the homeowners' ability to build a new deck that 
would be compliant with the ordinance because the resulting deck would not allow 
for sufficient space to be used as a functional seating area while also allowing for 
clearance to walk to and from the various existing doors and steps.  
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While the homeowners could build an on-grade patio that would not require 
variance relief from this ordinance, such a patio would require either removing or 
significantly jeopardizing the health of the tree. 

The homeowners are committed to preserving this existing tree owing to its 
maturity, beauty, and character on the property. By building a deck around the tree 
and incorporating it beside the proposed seating area, the homeowners would both 
limit the soil disturbance around the tree roots as well as preserve the tree’s access to 
both rain precipitation and air. This solution presents the best opportunity for the 
tree's continued longevity while allowing the homeowners to create a meaningful 
outdoor space for their family to enjoy their rear yard. 

 

b. The hardship is owing to the following circumstances relating to the soil 
conditions, shape or topography of such land or structures and especially 
affecting such land or structures by not affecting generally the zoning district in 
which it is located for the following reasons: 

The hardship is owing to the following existing circumstances relating to the lot 
size and existing tree locations on the property, otherwise not typically faced on other 
lots in the zoning district: 

Firstly, the existing lot is undersized for the zoning district which it’s located in, 
as demonstrated by the existing lot size (3,728 SF) being less than the minimum lot 
size for the zoning district (5,000 SF). As a result, the rear yard setback as defined by 
the provisions of this ordinance present a substantial hardship to the homeowners' 
ability to build a new deck on their property, one that is not typically encountered on 
other lots in the same Residence B zoning district. 

The rear yard setback as required by the ordinance for this district is 25 feet, 
which is greater than the entirety of the lot's existing rear yard measuring 20 feet 10 
inches from the rear face of building. This presents a substantial hardship for the 
homeowner since the entirety of their rear yard falls within the yard setback and 
therefore subject to the provisions of this ordinance, where a more typical sized lot 
within this zoning district would have a greater ability to build a deck in compliance 
with the ordinance because they aren’t subject to the limitations unique to this 
property. 
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Secondly, the location of an existing mature Japanese Maple tree also 
contributes a substantial hardship to the homeowners' ability to build a new deck that 
would be compliant with the ordinance because the resulting deck would not allow 
for sufficient space to be used as a functional seating area while also allowing for 
clearance to walk to and from the various existing doors and steps. 

While the homeowners could build an on-grade patio that would not require 
variance relief from this ordinance, such a patio would require either removing or 
significantly jeopardizing the health of the tree. 

The homeowners are committed to preserving this existing tree owing to its 
maturity, beauty, and character on the property. By building a deck around the tree 
and incorporating it beside the proposed seating area, the homeowners would both 
limit the soil disturbance around the tree roots as well as preserve the tree’s access to 
both rain precipitation and air. This solution presents the best opportunity for the 
tree's continued longevity while allowing the homeowners to create a meaningful 
outdoor space for their family to enjoy their rear yard. 

 

c. Desirable relief may be granted without substantial detriment to the public good 
for the following reasons: 

Granting desirable relief for this application would not cause any detriment to 
the public good because the proposed deck and its use would be no different than 
that of any other typical lot in the Residence B zoning district. 

 

d. Desirable relief may be granted without nullifying or substantially derogating 
from the intent or purpose of this Ordinance for the following reasons: 

Granting desirable relief for this application would not nullify or derogate from 
the intent or purpose of this ordinance because this application presents a set of 
challenging existing circumstances unique to this property as compared to typical lots 
in the Residence B zoning district, exampled by the property being an undersized lot 
with limited usable space, a situation that is further exacerbated by existing tree 
locations.  
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3. SPECIAL PERMIT NARRATIVE (PROPOSED STORAGE ENCLOSURE) 

Please describe in complete detail how you meet each of the following criteria referring to 
the property and proposed changes or uses which are requested in your application. Attach 
sheets with additional information for special permits which have additional criteria; e.g. fast 
food permits, comprehensive permits, etc., which must be met. 

Granting the Special Permit requested for the associated location would not be a detriment 
to the public interest because: 

 

a. Requirements of the Ordinance can or will be met for the following reasons: 

The requirements of the ordinance can be met because the proposed storage 
enclosure will only increase a pre-existing dimensional nonconformity but does not 
create a new dimensional nonconformity per Article 8.000 Section 8.22.2.d 
(Nonconformance).  

Since the lot has an existing Floor Area Ratio (FAR) of 1.36 which is already 
above the allowable limit of 0.5 as defined by the ordinance for this district, the 
proposed storage enclosure will increase the lot FAR by 0.03 (102 SF Gross Floor 
Area) but will not create a new dimensional nonconformity because the entire scope 
of work will be built within the existing building footprint. The proposed storage 
enclosure will count as additional FAR because the enclosed space will be less than 
50% open given that its design purpose is to screen the storage items within. 

Additionally, the increase of this pre-existing dimensional nonconformity will 
not present any detrimental change to the neighborhood, and in fact would improve 
the existing nonconforming structure by visually screening undesirable views of the 
items in the storage area from both the homeowners and neighbors when using the 
rear yard. The use of the space will not differ from its current use as a storage area to 
keep outdoor furniture, garden tools, and yard accessories. 

 

Please see Table 1 in this application's narrative packet for existing and 
proposed Floor Area Ratio calculations for this application. 
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Table 1: Floor Area Ratio Calculations 
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b. Traffic generated or patterns of access or egress would not cause congestion 
hazard, or substantial change in established neighborhood character for the 
following reasons: 

The proposed storage enclosure is located in the rear yard of the property for 
the purposes of storing outdoor furniture, garden tools, and yard accessories, 
consistent with how the space is currently being used. Therefore, this improvement 
will have no effect on existing traffic patterns, cause any hazards, or create substantial 
change in the established neighborhood character. 

 

c. The continued operation of or the development of adjacent uses as permitted in 
the Zoning Ordinance would not be adversely affected by the nature of the 
proposed use for the following reasons: 
 

This application does not propose any changes to the existing residential uses 
of the property and therefore will have no impact on the continued operation of or the 
development of adjacent uses as permitted in the Zoning Ordinance.  

 
 

d. Nuisance or hazard would not be created to the detriment of the health, safety, 
and/or welfare of the occupant of the proposed use or the citizens of the City for 
the following reasons: 

This application does not propose any changes to the existing residential uses 
of the property and therefore will not create any nuisance or hazard to the detriment 
of the health, safety, and welfare of the occupant or the citizens of the City. 

In fact, enclosing the storage area would improve existing conditions by 
visually screening any undesirable views of the items in the storage area that may 
pose a nuisance to the homeowners or their neighbors when using the rear yard. 
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e. For other reasons, the proposed use would not impair the integrity of the district 
or adjoining district or otherwise derogate from the intent or purpose of this 
ordinance for the following reasons: 

This application does not propose any changes to the existing residential uses 
of the property and therefore will not impair the integrity of the district or adjoining 
district or otherwise derogate from the intent or purpose of this ordinance. 

This application is aligned with the intent and purpose of this ordinance as 
defined per Article 8.000 Section 8.22.2.d (Nonconformance) where the homeowners 
are seeking special permit relief to alter a pre-existing nonconforming detached 
single-family dwelling whereby the proposed storage enclosure only increases a pre-
existing dimensional nonconformity but does not create a new dimensional 
nonconformity. The proposed storage enclosure also does not present any 
detrimental change to the neighborhood, and in fact would improve the existing 
nonconforming structure by visually screening undesirable views of the items in the 
storage area from both the homeowners and neighbors when using the rear yard. The 
use of the space will not differ from its current use as a storage area to keep outdoor 
furniture, garden tools, and yard accessories. 

 

 

 

 

Sincerely, 

    

Jonathan Tan, PLA     Allan Broadbent, PLA, ASLA    
Senior Project Landscape Architect   Principal Landscape Architect 
Broadbent Design Studio    Broadbent Design Studio    
 
Registration in:      Registrations in: 
Pennsylvania – LA003239     Connecticut – LAR.000133     

Massachusetts – 4366-LA 
New York – 002631 



WANG RESIDENCE
21 Gurney Street, Cambridge MA
Map/Lot: 236-90
Zoning Residence B

Table 1: Floor Area Ratio Calculations
Existing Lot Area 3,728 SF
Max. FAR to Lot Area1 0.5
Max. Allowable Gross Floor Area 1,864 SF

Existing Floor Areas2 Gross Area (SF) Living Area (SF)
First Floor 1,178 1178
Deck Wood 193 0
Basement Finished 1,150 0
Porch, Enclosed 102 0
Porch, Open 91 0
Upper Story, Finished 1,178 1178
Three Quarter Story 1,150 863
Basement 28 0

Total Existing Floor Areas 5,070 3,219
Total Existing FAR 1.36 -

Proposed Floor Area Gross Area (SF) Living Area (SF)
Porch, Enclosed 102 0

Total Proposed Floor Areas 5,172 3,219
Total Proposed FAR 1.39 -

Notes:
1 Per Cambridge, MA Zoning Ordinance Article 5.31 Residential Districts Dimensional Regulations, Table 5-
1. Table of Dimensional Requirements - Residential Districts.

2 Per Property Database - City of Cambridge, MA, 21 Gurney Street Property Information. 
https://www.cambridgema.gov/propertydatabase/20119
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Table 2: Private Open Space Ratio Calculations
Existing Lot Area 3,728 SF
Min. Ratio of Private Open Space to Lot Area 3 40%
Min. Private Open Space 1,491 SF
Min. Ratio of Permeable Open Space4 50%

Existing Private Open Space
Existing Deck, Front Porch
Existing Deck, Front Balcony
Existing Deck, Rear Balcony
Private Open Space, Front Yard
Private Open Space, Rear Yard

Total Existing Private Open Space
Total Existing Permeable Open Space
Total Existing Ratio of Permeable Open Space

Proposed Private Open Space
Existing Deck, Front Porch
Existing Deck, Front Balcony
Existing Deck, Rear Balcony
Proposed On-Grade Deck, Rear Yard
Private Open Space, Front Yard
Private Open Space, Rear Yard

Total Proposed Private Open Space
Total Proposed Permeable Open Space
Total Proposed Ratio of Permeable Open Space

Notes:

102

Private Open Space (SF)
91
91

102
271

1,322

1,877
1,593
85%

3 Per Cambridge, MA Zoning Ordinance Article 5.22.1 Standards for Dimensional Regulations, Private 
Open Space.
4 Per Cambridge, MA Zoning Ordinance Article 5.22.3 Standards for Dimensional Regulations, Special 
Requirements in Residence A-1, A-2, B, C, and C-1.

333

Private Open Space (SF)
91
91

271
1,031

85%

1,919
1,635
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