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Central Square Business Improvement District 
The new owners of the building were early supporters of the Central Square BID, and gladly 

signed the petitions and agreements. We feel it has done some excellent work, especially during 
Covid, to help businesses during this challenging period for retailers and local residents. The 
outreach to the homeless is an area we care deeply about as well, and have been pleased with 
some of the local initiatives. We will continue to offer our support to the BID team!

  Housing Type, Need and A ordability 
  

The project converts 8,000 square feet of obsolete and functionally obsolescent office space: 
when completed, there will be approximately 15,000 square feet of newly built apartments. The 
design creates (29) 280-450 square foot studio apartments with built in mill-worked features to allow 
for efficient small scale living. The project will create 5 units that are Inclusionary and Affordable, and 
these will cost only 25% of the applicant’s income in monthly rent. The remaining units will rent for 
the lowest rents among all the new developments in Central Square. As of June 2021, the monthly 
median asking rent for market rate Cambridge apartment was $2,250 for a one bedroom unit, $2,750 
for a two bedroom unit and $3,500 for a three bedroom unit. Estimated Market Rents at 544-550 
Mass Ave will be $1,000 - 1,700 per month, depending on unit size, among the most affordable 
options for a small household in the city. The need for smaller units has been exasperated by the 
loss of hundreds of SRO’s, lodging and rooming houses, and the emphasis on family size units to the 
exclusion of smaller units. In fact, the “25% of income” rent limitations on studio units has further 
reduced the supply of smaller units, disincentivising their creation. Since the introduction of the lower 
income limitation for studio apartments and the square footage percentage calculations for 
inclusionary rules, developers have dramatically reduced the production of studio and one bedroom 
units. As has been demonstrated by every study, there must be a mix of unit sizes in the permitting 
pipeline if any progress is to be made on the housing pressure in Cambridge. In the final analysis, 
the number of inclusionary units is increase by 5 with this project, the total unit count increased by 9, 
and the rent of the market-rate units would be among the least expensive housing in the Square of 
any size, in all of the new developments. The desire for affordable studios and one bedrooms has 
never been higher, and to further reduce supply, there has been a 12% drop in the creation of 
smaller units since the zoning favoring larger units and the inclusionary rent percentage changes. 

There is no doubt that allowing these additional twenty nine of smaller housing units will 
provide a dramatic social good, and have no demonstrable downside from a housing perspective, 
and are perfectly located in the Square which was the historic center of lodging, rooming, and SRO 
housing. As every study demonstrates more units, especially rental units, will ease housing pressure, 
and not every one of them can be $4,000 - $6,000 per month, multi-bedroom, luxury units, as most 
new development is offering. 
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Transportation Impact Review — 544-550 
Massachusetts Avenue 
Project Overview 

 On behalf of Central Square Redevelopment LLC (Ownership) a review of publicly available 
data conducted in the relevant intersections, pre-Covid’s economic impact in 2019 and 2020, I 
have conducted this Transportation Impact Review for the proposed 544-550 Massachusetts Avenue 
Project (the Project Site). This project consists of a mixed use redevelopment of an existing retail  
and office building into a mixed-use residential and retail building on the site. The development 
will include 29 small single occupant units, and the retail spaces will remain unchanged at 
approximately 3,721 square feet. The total development will be housed within the existing 
building (the Proposed Project). As the development does not require a full TIS, this review is to 
provide detail as to uses and occupancy and the potential increase or decrease in traffic impact 
created by the proposed development. The data set has been collected between April and August 
of 2019, and existing conditions are modeled on the occupancy at 544-550 Mass Ave at that time, 
and covers the intersections and neighborhood potentially impacted by this development.  

The review has addresses the City of Cambridge Guidelines for Transportation Impact Studies in 
order to provide a general summary of findings and is in no way a comprehensive study, as that is 
not required, under the Article 19 Special Permit Project Review, in this case.  

Pre-existing site conditions: (all data is from Fall 2019 - Spring 2020): 

7,879 Square Feet: The present use consists of a restaurant licensed for 67 seats. The hours of 
operation are 11:30AM - 11:00PM weekdays and 11:30AM - 1:00AM weekends. This restaurant 
replaces Shalimar with approximately the same number of seats. In addition there is a shoe 
retailer, Teddy’s Shoes, that employs two people and estimates 10-15 customers per day and 2 
deliveries by truck per day. The hours of operation are 11:00AM - 6:00PM 6 days per week.  On the 
second floor is The CME, a community group office with 3 permanent staff and weekly meetings 
with up to 30 attendees. They operate a bookstore and have 3-5 customers per day, and one 
delivery by truck per week. In addition there is a retail tailor with a workshop which employs 
between 3 and 6 full time persons, and they report 6 customer visits and truck deliveries and 
pickups per day between the hours of 10AM and 6PM. On the third floor of the building is a Dance 
and performance studio. The studio employs 3 full time employees and conducts rental classes 
between 7 and 12 hours per day. The classes host 1 or 2 educators and 6-25 students. The studio 
has calculated the weekly total attendance at 300 people per week, with highly variable hours, 
but generally 11:00AM - 9:00PM. There is no onsite vehicle or bicycle parking.  

Proposed Uses: 

19,758 Square Feet: The proposed project will include 29 small studio residential units, suitable 
for single tenant occupancy, and approximately 3,721 SF of restaurant/retail. No vehicle parking 
will be provided in association with the project. There are 29 long-term bicycle storage spaces in 
the basement accessible by elevator.  
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SUMMARY OF REVIEW 

Reviewing the ATR data gathered in June of 2019 for the intersections of Pearl Street, South of Mass Ave and 
Green Street between Pearl and Magazine, and the bicycle and pedestrian counts performed on June 19, 2019 
and July 9, 2019, by VHB, conducted as part of the study for 600 Mass Ave, which provides the most relevant 
pre-Covid dataset for this precise location, as well as the datasets created for 10 Essex, Mass & Main, MIT Kendall 
Square Redevelopment, and 907 Main Street, and including projected growth of .5% per year for five years 
(ignoring the 15% reduction due to the pandemic for the purposes of future projections) for this review,  the 
proposed project will not increase vehicular traffic counts, and will in fact result in a difference in delay from present 
to future of -.01, -.03 and -.07 , respectively, for slight improvements in the three intersections analyzed. The 
project will increase bicycle and pedestrian traffic at the immediate two adjacent intersections on Mass Avenue, 
but will not change the rating of these crossings, and the increases in ridership on the MBTA will be significant in 
percentage terms for these 29 units, but nominal overall with no measurable impact on the system, nor waiting 
times.  The improvements on the vehicular numbers are due to the relocation of the Studio-550, and the 
Community Center which generated a very high trip rate and local parking demand for transient visitors, compared 
to the single-occupant residential units. Although the total residential square footage will double the previous 
commercial footage, overall trip generation due to the new 29 SRO units will decline significantly from the prior 
uses.   

Short-term Bicycle Parking: Although the Long-term bicycle parking needs will be met by enclosed, secured 
storage, based on Cambridge Zoning Ordinance Section 6.100, short-term needs, estimated at 7 spaces, using 
city guide (Section 6.100) can not be met on the applicant’s property. The proponent would like to seek approval 
from the City to either install a rack in an appropriate space in the front of the building, or to make a payment in-
lieu toward nearby short-term bicycle parking provided by the City. The City of Cambridge Bicycle Parking 
Guidelines indicate that 7 spaces is sufficient for the project demand.  

Mass Transit: The MBTA reports a departing capacity on trains and busses from Central Square within a 3 minute 
walk from the site of 28,000 departures per hour, so the project will have no measurable impact on capacity nor 
create any burden on the system. According the MBTA capacity on the Red Line will increase by 7,000 riders per 
hour as signal works and new equipment deployment is completed. Central Square represents a central hub in 
this network which allows access in numerous directions, creating an ideal starting point of departure. This entry 
point saves riders multiple transfers and increases system capacity overall.  
	 .	
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