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To:  Planning Board 

From:  CDD Staff 

Date:  December 9, 2025  

Re:  Affordable Housing Overlay Design Consultation AHO-10, 8-12 May Street & 53 Lawn 
Street 

Overview 

Submission Type: Affordable Housing Overlay (AHO) Advisory Design Review 

Applicant: Corcoran Park Phase 1 LLC 

Zoning District(s): Residence C-1   

Proposal Summary: Construction of 2 buildings to create 67 new rental units with 36 off-street 
parking spaces under the AHO. 

Planning Board Action: Review and comment on conformance with AHO Development Standards, 
City Development Guidelines for the proposal area, Design Guidelines for 
Multifamily Housing, and Citywide Urban Design Objectives. 

Memo Contents: CDD Zoning Report & Urban Design Report 

Other Staff Reports: Department of Public Works (DPW), in separate document. 
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Zoning & Development Staff Report 

Site & Zoning Context 

Site Context 

The site consists of a single parcel at the corner of May and Lawn Streets in the Strawberry Hill 
neighborhood, a few blocks south of Fresh Pond and just a few blocks north of the Watertown border 
and west of the Belmont border. Directly abutting the site to the north is the Belmont Cemetery. The 
surrounding neighborhood is comprised of mostly two to three-story wood-framed and brick residential 
buildings. The site currently contains four two-story row houses with 29 units and a surface parking lot 
for 14 vehicles. 

Context Map for Corcoran Park Lot 1. Source: Nearmap Aerial Imagery, September 2025 

Site Zoning 

This site is located in the Residence C-1 zoning district and is being permitted under the Affordable 
Housing Overlay. The C-1 district has a 30% minimum Open Space requirement for residential uses, and 
under the AHO, no minimum front or side yard setback is required. Additionally, up to 9 stories and 100 
feet of height is allowed. Because this AHO development exceeds 50,000 square feet, it is subject to the 
two-session Planning Board Advisory Consultation process. 

 

 



AHO Design Consultation AHO-10, 8-12 May Street & 53 Lawn Street – CDD Memo to Planning Board 

  3 
 

Zoning Map. Source: Zoning Districts, City of Cambridge, February 2025 

Comments on Proposal 

Project Description 

The applicant, Cambridge Housing Authority (or “CHA”) is proposing to demolish the existing townhouse 
buildings to construct two new buildings with a total of 67 units and approximately 82,407 square feet 
of Gross Floor Area. Building A is 4 stories and 56 feet tall with a basement, consisting of 46 affordable 
rental units and approximately 53,051 square feet of Gross Floor Area. Building B is 3 stories and 40 feet 
tall, consisting of 21 affordable rental units and approximately 29,356 square feet of Gross Floor Area. 
The unit mix will include one-, two-, and three-bedroom apartments ranging in size from 578 to 1,247 
square feet at 30% and 60% AMI. The project is designed around a courtyard — a communal open space 
with plantings, seating, play, grilling and picnic areas. Bicycle parking will be provided with 42 long-term 
and 8 short-term spaces, supplemented by a 19-stall Bluebike station along Lawn Street to offset the 
remaining required spaces. 

 

Consistency with AHO Development Standards  

The AHO development standards applicable to this project are summarized in the table below. 
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Development 
Standard 

Requirements for AHO Project in C-1 
Zoning District 

Summary of Compliance 

Use  Multifamily dwellings allowed  The proposal includes two 
buildings of multifamily dwellings. 

Building 
Height & 
Stories Above 
Grade 

 AHO Developments are allowed up to 
9 stories and 100 feet above grade 

 Building A proposes 4 stories and 
56 feet in height. 

 Building B proposes 3 stories and 
40 feet in height. 

Yard Setbacks  AHO Dimensional Standards have no 
Front and Side Yard requirements 

 The parcel is a corner lot, so it 
contains two front yards and two 
side yards. 

Open Space  An AHO project in the C-1 district has a 
total open space requirement of 30%, 
of which 50% shall meet the 
requirements of Private Open Space 
and 50% shall meet the definition of 
Permeable Open Space 

 The project is proposing a total 
open space of 46% and meets the 
requirements for both Private and 
Permeable Open Space. 

Parking and 
Bicycle Parking 

 No minimum off-street parking for 
AHO Developments. 

 Bicycle parking is required per Article 
6.100, but additional flexibility is 
provided for the location, quantity and 
type (long-term and short-term) of 
bicycle parking required. 

 The project provides 36 on-site 
parking spaces. 

 The project requires a minimum of 
70 long-term bicycle parking 
spaces and provides 42 spaces. An 
on-site 19-dock Bluebike station is 
provided to satisfy the remaining 
requirement.  

 The project requires a minimum of 
7 short-term bicycle parking 
spaces and provides 7 spaces. An 
8th non-compliant space is 
provided. 

Site Design 
and 
Arrangement 

 Front yards may be landscaped or 
hardscaped but cannot be used for off-
street parking. 

 Pedestrian entrances shall be visible 
from the street. 

 Buildings with front facades in excess 
of 250’ in length shall provide 
forecourts to break up massing.  

 The proposed project meets all 
the Site Design and Arrangement 
requirements. 

Building 
Facades 

 Building facades facing public streets 
shall have a minimum percentage of 
20% glazing. 

 Building facades must include 
projecting and/or recessed elements 
of at least two feet on an average 
interval of 40 linear feet along a Public 
Street, and 80 feet elsewhere. Such 
projecting or recessed elements do 

 The proposed project meets all 
the Building Facades 
requirements. 

 Building A proposes 23% glazing 
and building B proposes 20% 
glazing on both façades facing the 
public street. 



AHO Design Consultation AHO-10, 8-12 May Street & 53 Lawn Street – CDD Memo to Planning Board 

  5 
 

Development 
Standard 

Requirements for AHO Project in C-1 
Zoning District 

Summary of Compliance 

not apply to the lowest or highest 
Story Above Grade. 

 Facades of ground stories shall have 
expanses of no more than 25’ with no 
windows or pedestrian entryways. 

Ground 
Stories and 
Below Grade 

 Habitable spaces below grade must 
meet flood resilience standards  

 This project complies with the 
City’s Flood Resilience Standards 
per the FloodViewer 2025 

Mechanical 
Equipment, 
Refuse 
Storage and 
Loading Areas 

 Mechanical equipment shall be 
generally screened from view.  

 Rooftop mechanical equipment must 
be set back from the roof line equal to 
its height. 

 Screening for at grade equipment 
should use materials comparable in 
quality to the building’s principal 
facades. 

 Building A: rooftop mechanical 
equipment is concealed behind a 
9.5’ tall screen which has been set 
back 11’ from the primary wall 
plane. 

 Building B: at-grade mechanical 
equipment is shielded from view 
with screens. 

 The proposed transformer on the 
northwest corner of the lot is 
enclosed and screened with a 10’ 
tall fence and planters. 

 Trash rooms are enclosed within 
the buildings. 

 There is no indication of materials 
to be used for mechanical 
equipment screening. 

Environmental 
Design 
Standards 

This AHO project is subject to the following 
Sustainable Development Standards: 
 Section 22.20: Green Building  
 Section 22.80: Flood Resilience   
 Section 22.90: Green Factor 

 The project intends to meet Green 
Building Passive House and 
Enterprise Green Communities 
design certifications. A Green 
Building and Enterprise Green 
communities report will be 
required ahead of the final 
Planning Board Advisory 
Consultation. 

 This project complies with the 
City’s Flood Resilience Standards 
per the FloodViewer 2025. 

 A draft Cool Score sheet and 
roof/landscape plans have been 
submitted. Complete 
documentation showing 
compliance with Green Factor 
Standards, including a landscape 
and architectural plan that show 
square footage of lawn and 
planting areas along with all other 
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Recommendations 
The following is a summary of recommendations that may be considered for revised submission: 

 Provide an indication of materials to be used for mechanical equipment screening, which should 
be of comparable quality to the materials used on the principal facades of the building. 

 Consider shifting the short-term bicycle parking racks for Building B approximately six inches to 
the north to ensure at least three feet clear horizontal distance from the center point of the rack 
per the dimensional standards in Article 6.100. While the project currently provides the minimum 
requirement of seven short-term spaces, this adjustment would allow for an additional parking 
space. 

 
 

 

  

Development 
Standard 

Requirements for AHO Project in C-1 
Zoning District 

Summary of Compliance 

items contributing to the Cool 
Score will be required ahead of 
the final Planning Board Advisory 
Consultation. 
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19.30 Citywide Urban Design Objectives [SUMMARIZED] 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

units for middle-income families 
Enhancement and expansion of 
open space amenities in the city 
should be incorporated into 
new development in the city. 

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

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

 Provide wider range of activities 

Development should be 
resilient to the effects of 
climate change as anticipated in 
the Resilient Cambridge plan. 

 Up-to-date projections of climate change impacts over the 
project's anticipated lifespan are incorporated 

 Flood Resilience Standard in Section 22.80 and the Green 
Factor Standard in Section 22.90 are met or exceeded 

 Use of strategies that have environmental co-benefits 
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 Integrative approach to climate change resilience that 
accounts for the existing context and promotes the other 
design objectives of the area and the City 
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Urban Design Staff Report 

Urban Design Comments 

The project’s overall siting and massing strategy is a good response to the site and context. The bar 
shaped building (Building A) in the northern part of the site and the U shaped building (Building B) in the 
southern part of the site present their outward faces to May and Lawn Streets and work together to 
define a shared courtyard in the block interior. Much of the site’s considerable slope (highest at the 
north and sloping down to Lawn Street at the south) is taken up by Building B, which is four stories tall 
on its north side and five on its south side. Building B is designed as townhouses, with separate 
entrances facing May and Lawn Streets. Building B’s first floor is raised about 4’ feet above the level of 
the Lawn Street sidewalk to bring it above the expected 2070 1% flood elevations.  Handicapped access 
to its residential units is provided by a sloped switchback walkway near the intersection of May and 
Lawn Streets. A parking lot is proposed at the northern edge of the site. While other alternatives for its 
siting could have been considered, the proposed location minimizes its impact on neighbors. 

Consistency with Multifamily Design Guidelines 

The proposed design generally adheres to the applicable principles as outlined in the Multifamily Design 
Guidelines: 

 Numerous new trees are proposed on the site. 
 The project proposes additional curbside trees in the public sidewalks, which will improve the 

somewhat barren existing streetscapes of Lawn and May Streets. 
 The shared courtyard will be a valuable asset for residents. 
 The complex is divided into two buildings, breaking down its overall bulk in response to the scale 

of the neighborhood. 
 Building massing responds to the heights of nearby buildings in the neighborhood. 
 Trash/recycling rooms are provided inside the buildings. 
 The individual entrances to Building B’s row house units will help enliven the streets. 
 The project provides a Bluebike station. 
 Outdoor lighting will be dark sky friendly, with a relatively warm color temperature. 

Site Design 
 
The site plan has improved as the design has evolved throughout the design process.  Front yard 
plantings and street trees will enrich the streetscape and help the project engage the public realm.  The 
connectivity of the path system in the courtyard has been improved.  
 
Recommendations 

 Building Siting 
o To directly engage the adjoining streets by creating a more consistent streetwall and to 

enlarge the interior courtyard, consider reducing the front yard setbacks on May Street and 
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Lawn Street to depths more typical in the surrounding neighborhood, and consider more 
consistently aligning the May Street facades of Buildings A and B.   

 Front Yard Design 
o Consider reflecting typical conditions in the neighborhood by more expressly delineating the 

outer edge of the site along the Lawn and May Street sidewalks, using elements such as 
hedges, a low curb at the inner edge of the sidewalk, low fences, etc. 

 Site Amenities 
o Consider providing benches at the entrances to Buildings A and B. 
o The current design of the Play Area, consisting solely of three balance beam logs, feels 

limited and does not provide a compelling or engaging play experience. To better support 
active play and recreation, provide more varied equipment, including features for climbing 
and movement-based play. (See MFDG 2.2 Open Space and Landscape Design) 

 Circulation: 
o To better align with the intent of the zoning ordinance that encourage street-oriented 

pedestrian access, consider reorienting Building A’s lobby entrance toward May Street and 
adding a pedestrian path that directly connects to the street sidewalk, or at least adding a 
pedestrian path from the paved area north of the lobby directly to the May Street sidewalk.  
(Slightly relocate the short-term bicycle parking as needed).  

o Extend a north/south pedestrian walkway along the western side of Building A to provide a 
route from the parking lot to Building B’s western walkways. (See MFDG 2.3 Multifamily 
Development on Large Sites) 

o There may likely be a pedestrian/bicyclist desire line between the parking lot and Fairview 
Avenue to the west of the site.  Work with the city to determine the ownership and 
feasibility of creating a pathway connecting the site to Fairview Avenue through the parking 
lot area. This may require adjusting the location of the transformer. 

o Coordinate with the DOT and the DPW on the design of the curb cut into the parking lot, the 
design of the sidewalk as it crosses the driveway, and on the width of the curb cut and 
driveway. 

o If necessary, slightly widen the May and Lawn Street sidewalks so as to maintain 4’ clear 
pedestrian width past tree planters. 

o Consider providing signage throughout the site to indicate accessible routes. 
o The southeast corner of the block has an atypically large radius curb. If possible, and in 

coordination with the Cambridge DOT and DPW, reduce its radius to create a more 
pedestrian-friendly intersection. 

o Make sure there is a good route from Building A’s trash room to where the containers will 
be picked up.  

 Trees and other plantings:  
o The planting plans should include genetically diverse species and seed sources whenever 

possible. Relying heavily on a single cultivar or clone limits ecological function and increases 
long-term risk. 

o From the species list provided, the applicant should design with the right plant in the right 
place. Species suitable for the site’s hydrological conditions should be prioritized to assist 
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with bio retainment and the likely presence of soils that are typical near former lakes and 
low-lying areas. 

o Species should be selected for future resilience, please refer to the City’s Urban Forest 
Master Plan for guidance.    

o Verify whether more of the existing trees could be retained. The trees around the western 
part of the north parking lot and the southernmost existing tree near Lawn Street might be 
possibilities. 

o The locations and species of trees in poor condition and the species of trees proposed for 
removal should be clarified. 

o Consider providing an additional tree near the southwestern part of the parking lot. 
o If possible, provide additional screening for the parking lot from May Street and the 

neighboring house to the north (while maintaining sight lines). 

 Bicycle parking 
o The project should locate short-term and long-term bike parking to support the site’s users 

in the most convenient way.  
o Consider accommodating some of the provided long-term bicycle parking spaces within 

building B to adequately support residents in a more convenient way. 
o Consider distributing short-term bicycle parking more evenly throughout the site or adding 

more racks to improve accessibility given the length of the buildings and the number of 
pedestrian entrances. 

o The City’s bicycle parking guidelines provide detailed recommendations on bicycle parking 
and city staff are available to assist and provide recommendations at any time, including 
during the building permit process. 

Building Design 

While the basic massing strategy of creating two buildings that work together to address the adjoining 
streets and frame an interior courtyard is successful, additional study could be made of both buildings’ 
detailed massing and facade expression in relation to the public realm and to the characteristic features 
and typologies of the buildings in the surrounding neighborhood. 

Recommendations 
 Massing and Facades: 

o Consider simplifying the massing of Building A’s north and south sides, for example: instead 
of using a saw-toothed plan configuration to achieve the 2’ change in plane indicated by 
Zoning section 19.52.4, consider providing bay windows or other types of features 
mentioned in the zoning provision.    

o Consider revising Building A’s south facade to respond to the east/west dimension of the 
courtyard framed by building B. 

o Consider more closely integrating the appearance of Building A’s rooftop mechanical 
screening with the design of the building’s facades. 

o Consider revising Building A’s lobby facades to create a more welcoming sense of entry, 
more directly related to May Street, and to give the lobby a more residential character.  
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o Building B is conceived as a broad horizontal form which is broken up by large and deep 
vertical recesses. In response to the scale and character of the typical buildings of the 
neighborhood, consider revising its massing, facades, and roofline to give it a more 
rowhouse-like character, with, for example, a series of gables that respond to the identities 
of the individual units, emphasized by bay windows that extend for multiple floors. 

 Consider locating Building B’s heat pumps on the roof instead of at grade.   
 Consider giving each of Building B’s units its own porch or balcony on the courtyard, rather than 

sharing the ones at the courtyard’s inside corners between two units.  
 

Sustainable Design 

The site plan provides ample open area for the use of residents, to address stormwater runoff, and to 
minimize the urban heat island effect.  

Recommendations 

 Clarify whether the rooftop solar panels that are shown on the landscape plan, the perspectives 
and the elevations can be in the base building. 

Consistency with City wide Urban Design Objectives 

The project is generally consistent with the Citywide Urban Design Objectives, most importantly, it more 
than doubles the number of affordable residential units on the site and designs them in anticipation of 
the effects of climate change. 

Recommendations 
 See the recommendations above for potential improvements to the site plan and building 

massing and facade design that would enhance the project’s relationship to the surrounding 
neighborhood. 


