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Overview 

The Special Permit for this Planned Unit Development (PUD) on various sites along First 

Street, within the PUD-4B District, was first approved by the Planning Board in 2010, and 

has been modified several times through the PUD amendment process. The most 

recent, major amendment was granted by the Planning Board in 2015 to expand the 

PUD from a total of three building sites to a total of six sites. Two buildings have been 

completed, at 159 First Street and 65 Bent Street. “Parcel A” (121-139 First Street) is 

under construction, and a minor amendment was granted in 2017 to expand the 

footprint of the retail building on “Parcel D” (85 First Street), for which site work has 

begun.  

Requested Amendment and Design Review 

The Applicant is now seeking Minor Amendment approval for two changes to the Final 

Development Plan: 

• to change the approved below grade garage from a single level to two levels 

with associated modifications to open space layout on Parcels B & C, and 

• to convert 3,391 square feet from retail use to office use on Parcel A.  

Per the general PUD provisions in Section 12.37 of the Zoning Ordinance, the Planning 

Board must determine whether changes to the Final Development Plan may be 

approved as minor amendments. Otherwise, the proposal is considered a major 

amendment, which means that it must be heard at two public hearings and receive a 

special permit pursuant to the procedures for approval of a PUD. 

The Applicant also seeks design review approval for changes to the open space plan and 

landscape design.  

This memo summarizes the key areas of focus associated with the requested 

amendment and the design review. The applicant is in communication with the Traffic, 

Parking and Transportation Department and DPW.. 
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Amendment Procedure 

The zoning allows for PUD Final Development Plans to be modified over time by approval of Major or 

Minor Amendments. This is crucial because it is typical for long-term PUD developments to be amended 

many times over the course of development.  

Sometimes, a PUD special permit decision will specify what changes may be treated as minor 

amendments. In this case, the proposed changes are not explicitly set forth in the conditions of the 

permit, so the Board must rely on the guidance set forth in Section 12.37 of the Zoning Ordinance: 

 (12.37.2) Minor amendments are changes which do not alter the concept of the PUD in terms of 

density, floor area ratio, land usage, height, provision of open space, or the physical relationship of 

elements of the development.  Minor amendments shall include, but not be limited to, small changes in 

the location of buildings, open space, or parking; or realignment of minor streets. 

(12.37.3) Major amendments represent substantial deviations from the PUD concept approved by 

the Planning Board. Major amendments shall include, but not be limited to, large changes in floor space, 

mix of uses, density, lot coverage, height, setbacks, lot sizes, open space; changes in the location of 

buildings, open space, or parking; or changes in the circulation system. 

If the Board determines that the change is a minor amendment, it may be granted by a written 

determination and may still be subject to conditions such as continuing design review and other 

conditions meant to ensure conformance with area plans and zoning and with the approved PUD 

concept.  

If the change is determined to be a major amendment, the Board may proceed to hold a hearing and 

make a preliminary determination. In this case, the criteria for approving a preliminary determination, 

which would allow the proposal to proceed to a second hearing, are summarized below: 

Requested Action Summarized Findings 

(see appendix for zoning text excerpts) 

Preliminary Approval of a PUD 

Development Proposal (Section 12.35.3) 

The PUD Development Proposal: 

• Conforms with general PUD development controls 

and district development controls 

• Conforms with adopted policy plans or development 

guidelines for that portion of the city 

• Provides benefits to the city which outweigh its 

adverse effects, considering: 

o quality of site design 

o traffic flow and safety 

o adequacy of utilities and other public works 

o impact on existing public facilities 

o potential fiscal impact 

 



Special Permit PB #231A, First Street Assemblage PUD – Memo to Planning Board 

 

July 25, 2018  Page 3 of 6 

Comments on Proposed Amendment 

The main elements of the approved Final Development Plan remain mostly unchanged by the proposed 

amendment. The plan still conforms to the zoning requirements in the PUD-4B district and, in concept, 

responds positively to the planning goals for the area (established in the Eastern Cambridge Planning 

Study or ECaPS) by including a mix of uses with a substantial amount of new housing, creating an urban 

streetwall height along First Street that scales down toward the neighborhood, and providing 

continuous ground floor retail along First Street.  

The proposed change for the garage will increase the amount of permeable open space and add more 

trees within the development, while reducing the footprint of the surface parking area. It remains in 

conformance with zoning requirements. The proposed site plan shows 24 surface parking spaces, but is 

labeled as 23 spaces (Figure 13). The previous plan had approved only 23 surface parking spaces (Figure 

12). The proposed change also lengthens the uncovered portion of the driveway access to the below-

grade parking garage, which may require attention through design review. 

The proposed partial conversion of ground floor retail use to office use is located on the south side of 

the Parcel A building, with access toward Bent Street. Hence, this change will not reduce the length of 

retail frontage along First Street, which was one of the main objectives of the approved plan. As noted in 

the Application, the proposed change would reduce the total retail floor area in the PUD by about 9%. 

The change conforms with zoning, because office is an allowed use in PUD-4B as per 15.52.3. 

It is not immediately clear how the office space will connect to the other office uses in the building, 

which are on the upper floors and are entered from a lobby off of First Street. Another question about 

the proposed amendment relates to the use of the Parcel A surface parking lot, which was originally 

intended to serve the pet store but would now abut the proposed new office entrance. The special 

permit requires office parking to be provided below-grade and allows surface parking only for retail 

uses, as set forth below. This might result in difficulty managing the parking lot if users assume that it is 

for the office use. 

Condition 4(d).  Parking and long-term bicycle parking for office uses on Parcel A and residential 

uses on Parcel B and Parcel C shall be provided in a below-grade structured parking facility on 

Parcel B and Parcel C with one hundred forty-two (142) parking spaces and at least one hundred 

sixty (160) long-term bicycle parking spaces as detailed in the Final Development Plan. No more 

than forty-two (42) parking spaces shall be authorized for office users but may also be made 

available to residential users on evenings and weekends. In the event that parking is built and 

occupied by office users before residential buildings are completed, parking spaces for future 

residential use shall be made physically inaccessible to office users until the residential uses are 

occupied. 

Condition 4(g).  Surface parking spaces shall be authorized as illustrated in the Final 

Development Plan on Parcel A, Parcel B and Parcel D for use only of ground-floor retail 

establishments. The number of surface parking spaces may not be increased, but any future 

reduction in surface parking shall be allowed for the purpose of creating additional landscaped 

open space, outdoor space associated with adjacent retail uses, or similar functions, to the 
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extent allowed by the minimum applicable requirements of the Zoning Ordinance. Planning 

Board approval shall not be required to authorize such a reduction in surface parking, but CDD 

and TPT shall review any associated design modifications in accordance with the Design Review 

conditions above and Paragraph (h) below. Any reduction in surface parking spaces on Parcel D 

as a result of a Minor Amendment contemplated in Paragraph 1 (c) herein shall similarly not 

require Planning Board approval. 

It would also be helpful to hear more about the strategy for programming and marketing of the 

retail space if it will no longer be a single pet store tenant, as originally intended. The ability to 

subdivide the retail space in the future, including the provision of an additional entry, should also be 

considered.  

Comments on Site Plan and Open Space Design Submission 

The proposed changes and open space design are consistent with citywide urban design objectives and 

the Eastern Cambridge Design Guidelines, which encourage the provision of open spaces with diverse 

sizes and uses, interconnected to connect to neighborhoods and to encourage pedestrian movement. As 

in the previous scheme, two green open spaces are offset diagonally from each other and connect at 

their corners to create a public pathway through the block. A diagonal path extends from Charles Street, 

through the pinch point where the spaces meet, to Hurley Street. Both spaces incorporate a lawn and 

are articulated by planting and the arrangement of paths into sub-areas of varying character.  As the 

guidelines suggest, the scheme provides semi-private open spaces at ground floor residential units and 

small landscaped front yards on Hurley Street. On Charles and Hurley Streets, trees enhance the 

pedestrian environment. Most of the parking is underground, and the surface parking lot is screened.  

The site plan and open space design has changed since the PUD was approved as a result of the 

following:  

• The change of the below-grade garage from a single level to two levels necessitates the 

relocation of the access stair and elevator farther from Charles Street.  

• An electrical room now occupies what was previously a portion of the setback zone on the 

south side of the building at 21 Charles Street (“Building B”).  

• The building at 22 Hurley Street (“Building C”) has been moved south to accommodate a new 

electrical service yard and a gas meter room at its western side.  This blocks the pedestrian path 

that had previously run along the west side of the building, and also creates more of a 

disjunction at the pinch point between the northern and southern portions of the green open 

space.  

Some areas where the site plan and landscape design may be improved or where further study is 

warranted include: 

• Simplification of the complex geometries so that the green open space makes a stronger 

connection between Charles Street and Hurley Street: 

o At Charles Street the landscape is divided by diagonal geometries into numerous small 

triangular and trapezoidal zones. A simpler arrangement would help to strengthen the 

connection between the sidewalk and the south lawn. 
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o At the center of the site, the connection between the northern and southern portions of 

the open space appears more tenuous as a result of Building C moving to the south. The 

proposed scheme incorporates multiple geometries and landscape forms in this central 

area. The free-floating arrangement of the roughly triangular paved area appears 

unresolved in relation to the orthogonal building facades. A simpler arrangement should be 

considered, potentially creating a place of arrival and connection at the juncture of the 

north and south lawns.  

• Changes to make the south lawn and the garage headhouse feel more public and to further 

mitigate the impact of the parking garage ramp on the pedestrian experience on Charles Street: 

o The zone of planting between the south lawn and the Charles Street sidewalk seems to 

buffer the lawn from the sidewalk and make it feel less public. The possibility of extending 

the lawn closer to Charles Street to create a more direct connection to the sidewalk should 

be considered. 

o The garage headhouse is now located farther away from the Charles Street sidewalk, 

making it a less prominent component of the streetscape and increasing the visual 

exposure of the ramp down to the parking garage. The possibility of extending the 

headhouse south to align with the south façade of Building B, perhaps by a roof/canopy, 

should be considered.  

o Additional plantings and potential extension of the pergola structure over the ramp to 

further screen should also be studied. 

• Additional street trees on Charles Street and First Street, including a curbside street tree south 

of the south lawn, curbside street trees along the south side of Building B, and more closely 

spaced street trees on First Street.  

• Potential to further improve the pedestrian experience on Hurley Street by more consistently 

aligning the various site elements along the sidewalk.  

• Potential to give the patio of the east residential unit in Building C more privacy from the public 

on the diagonal path.  

• The opportunity to enhance the surface parking lot with trees along its east side, including the 

possibility of moving the parking lot slightly to the west to better accommodate them. 

 

Staff note that several design changes associated with Buildings B and C are shown in the application 

materials. While the design review for both buildings is not the subject of this application, staff suggest 

consideration of the following: 

• Review of the location of the new NStar/Eversource room on Charles Street. While it is good 

that the electrical equipment for Building B is in an interior space, rather than exposed on the 

site, it seems unfortunate that this equipment occupies ground floor street frontage. If it must 

remain in that location, the design of its street façade should be carefully considered. 

• Review of the possibility of accommodating Building C’s electrical and gas meters elsewhere. 

The connection between the northern and southern portions of the open space would be 

stronger if Building C could be moved back to its previous location. 
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Continuing Review:   

It is anticipated that design details will be refined as the project advances. The following is a summary of 

issues that staff recommends should be further studied by the Applicant, either in preparing revised 

materials if the Planning Board continues the meeting to a future date, or as items for ongoing design 

review by staff if the Board decides to approve the proposed design: 

• Updated plans, elevations, and perspectives clearly showing key dimensions, graphic scale, and 

north arrow. 

• Resolve the numerous discrepancies between the plans, elevations, and perspectives. Note that 

some of the drawings in the application package do not reflect the arrangements described in 

the accompanying narrative. 

• List of changes to the site design. 

• Provide perspectives showing how the project will contribute to the streetscape on Charles 

Street, relate to the neighboring residential building to the west, and mitigate the impact of the 

ramp down to the parking garage.  

• Review of the proposed gateway/portal and bicycle shelter on Hurley Street, and the garage 

headhouse and stadium seating/trellis. 

• Verify the feasibility of tree planting over the underground garage. 

• Review of all external lighting, including conformance with technical guidelines recommended 

in the proposed Cambridge Outdoor Lighting Ordinance, careful use of façade lighting and tree 

up-lighting, and use of timers to minimize light trespass.  

• Ongoing review of all proposed public realm, open space, streetscape improvements, and 

landscape details, including seating, screening, and fence details as the design advances. 

• Ongoing review of parking, bicycle parking, access and egress by the Traffic, Parking, and 

Transportation Department as the design advances. 


