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To: Planning Board 

From: CDD Staff 

Date: November 8, 2018 

Re: Special Permit PB #179, North Point (Cambridge Crossing) Parcels G and 
H Design Updates 

 

The Special Permit for the North Point Planned Unit Development (PUD) was originally 
granted by the Planning Board in 2003, and since that time has been modified several 
times through the PUD amendment process. The most recent major amendment 
(number 6) was granted by the Planning Board on July 26, 2016.  

The designs for the Parcels G and H office/lab buildings were approved by the Planning 
Board on November 28, 2017, subject to continuing review by staff. The Applicant has 
recently submitted design update materials for Parcels G and H, which include a range 
of façade refinements generally associated with design development. The Parcel H 
design materials also include an increase in gross floor area (GFA) of 17,510 sf related to 
changes to the building’s mechanicals systems and a reduction in shaft sizes, which 
therefore increased the useable floor area. 

In some areas, these materials include changes that have been made from the approved 
schematic design. Because Condition 10(b) of the Special Permit requires the Planning 
Board to vote to approve a final design prior to issuance of a Building Permit, any such 
changes should be formally approved by the Board. Staff will continue to review 
refinements to the design prior to issuance of a building permit, and throughout the 
development phase. 

As each building also requires an approval from the City of Boston, the applicant’s 
materials include copies of relevant documentation as required by Condition 12(d) of 
the Special Permit. The Planning Board must find that all approvals have been secured 
for construction occurring in Somerville and Boston before any building permit is issued 
for Parcels G or H. 

These changes and materials are presented for the Board’s review and comment. A 
summary of comments from staff is provided on the following pages.  
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Staff Comments on New Materials 

Building G 

Overall 

• Given the refinements proposed across the building envelope, additional rendering comparisons 
have been requested to help understand the visual impact of the changes. In particular, pedestrian 
level views on Dawes Street, which were included in the original design review approval, should be 
updated.  

• Staff also note that the numbering between the drawings and the text in the materials dated 
October 29, 2018 does not correspond properly.  

South Elevation 

• The changes to the podium design are not clear in the elevations. They should be reviewed in more 
detail as they affect the public realm, particularly at each corner of the ground floor. 

• The cornice of the podium volume appears better integrated, and more elegant and slimmer in the 
revised design. 

• The second floor above the lobby entrance appears better handled in the revised design. 
• The south elevation of the podium previously benefited from more vertical patterning of bays across 

two stories. In the revised design, the second floor appears to be much more horizontal, although 
this is not clear in the elevations or the submitted renderings. A reduction of the stepping bays to 
one story (instead of two) would weaken the definition of an already low-scale street wall. 

• A solid stone zone on the ground floor façade below the canopy has been added adjacent to the 
lobby entrance for the fire command center (referenced as Item 3 in the text and Item 4 in the 
elevations). While not optimal as it lessens the interaction of the tenant ground floor space with the 
entry forecourt, the transparency guidelines for commercial buildings are met. In addition, it is 
unclear if the canopy soffit will be given a more decorative treatment as proposed in the approved 
design. 

• It appears that the massing of the south tower has changed as the glass curtainwall façade extends 
further west. This suggests that there are also changes to the floor plans, which have not been 
submitted. 

East and West Elevations 

• On the east/west elevations, the glass zone between the two masses has been narrowed. This 
creates a more elegant proportion overall; however, the individual windows have become 
significantly wider and lack the elegance of verticality in the earlier scheme. They appear to be 
transitioning between the vertical windows in the southern portion and the horizontal windows in 
the northern portion in each elevation. 

• The introduction of an operable glass wall at the lobby on the east elevation is a positive refinement 
and will help to activate the adjoining open space.  

• The introduction of new openings on the lowest floor of the west elevation are not improvements; 
but they are located in areas removed from public view, and therefore their impact should be 
minimal. 
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North Elevation 

• This page is mislabeled “south elevation”—it should be labeled “north elevation.” 
• Previously there was a change in material treatment at the 1/3 - 2/3 joint of the volume. This 

created a vertical break in the overall scale of the elevation. The current configuration appears to 
eliminate this differentiation. 

All Elevations 

• The appearance of the mechanical louvers on the roof of all building elevations has changed in a 
way that does not appear to improve the image of the building. It is difficult to tell from the 
elevations how the louvers have been altered and if this will have an adverse or improved impact on 
the building design. 

• The depth of horizontal sunshades has reduced from 24” and 18” in the approved design to 12” in 
the revisions. Additionally, the sunshades were previously horizontal louvers, rather than an 
extruded horizontal fin. While refinements are expected as design development occurs, such a 
change in scale, particularly on a large building, may have a negative impact on the façade’s visual 
relief and interest.  

Building H 

Overall 

• Many of the changes proposed represent refinements to the overall building approach. Like Parcel 
G, additional renderings are needed to better understand the extent of changes.  

• Several of the changes strengthen the public realm, such as the thickening of the canopy on the 
south elevation and the introduction of a stone seating wall on the same façade.  

General Façade Patterning 

• Modifications to the façade patterning have changed the overall reading of the building. They 
appear to randomize the patterning of the vertical façade elements in a way that changes the 
building’s image. The previous design had more consistent use of elements forming zones, whereas 
the new pattern is more dynamic, but also less coherent. Horizontal spandrel lines in the new 
scheme are also depicted as cutting through the vertical elements on the elevations. 

• The proportions of the uppermost layer of these patterned elements are shorter than in the 
previous design (they do not extend over the spandrel), lending a reduced scale for the building’s 
“top” as defined by the solid vertical elements. 

Mechanical Penthouse 

• The addition of the rectangular mechanical penthouse enclosure is a significant change to the 
massing of the building. The sloped profile of the roof as seen from the distance will be interrupted 
by the boxy profile of the mechanical equipment. 

South Elevation - Lobby Elevator + Entrances 

• Changes to these elements are not clear in the elevations. They should be reviewed in more detail 
as they affect the public’s engagement with the building at the public arcade and at the entry to the 
public elevator.  
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• The ground floor access route to the public elevator appears more direct; however, the extent of 
natural light provided into this space appears reduced, and the cable-stayed entrance canopy is 
removed, which may impact pedestrian wayfinding. 

• At the upper level, the impact of changing the transparent glass at the public arcade elevator bank 
to back-painted glass is also unclear.  

• Reducing the size of the retail space and tucking it further inside the lobby weakens the engagement 
between the interior and exterior, and is unlikely to be welcoming or comfortable for non-tenants. 
Previously the retail occupied a more prominent position in the lobby. Further details regarding the 
type of retail proposed and signage would be helpful. 

• The retaining wall adjoining the Brian Murphy Staircase appears dominant in the elevations and 
rendering from Child Street Park. It is unclear why this change was made. 

East Elevation  

• The larger column covers are not as elegant as previous designs, but they may be necessitated by 
structural requirements. 

• The impact of changing the parapet/wall along the edge of the Gilmore Bridge abutment from glass 
to exposed concrete is unclear. 

• It appears that surface parking and vehicle access is proposed to be provided under the Gilmore 
Bridge, which was not included in the previously approved site plan. This is an area that was 
discussed in the prior round of review as a potential public pedestrian/bicycle connection, but such 
a connection was not proposed due partly to concerns about the environment feeling unsafe and 
unattractive for pedestrians. Given there will now be pedestrian access in that zone, the potential 
for the façade below the bridge to be more attractive and engaging, including providing 
opportunities for natural surveillance, should be explored.  

West Elevation  

• The extent of glass/lobby facing Child Street has reduced and the secondary entry to the lobby at 
the corner has been deleted. While loading and service needs are understood, these are not 
considered improvements in relation to the need to activate publicly visible building edges. A 
pedestrian-level perspective from Dawes Street to the side elevation of the lobby is needed to fully 
assess this change. 

• The change from vertical to horizontal panel separates the podium walls from the northern façade. 
Previously they were more consistently treated. 

• The glass zone between the lower concrete podium and the upper vertical patterning has been 
removed. The upper patterning slips down to the podium level. While this may simplify the number 
of elements on this façade, it also creates a disjointed relationship with the northern façade (where 
there is a break between the two) and an inconsistency with other façades (all of which have a 
simplified, set-back glass zone between the upper floors and podium). 

Staff note that the review of these design update materials has not included consideration of any 
changes to landscaping, or street and sidewalk design. 

 


