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Zoning Principles

• Zone equitably across western and eastern 
Cambridge neighborhoods

• Allow more height and density for multifamily 
housing, with a focus on getting more inclusionary 
housing units

• Reduce zoning barriers that add time and cost to 
multifamily housing

• No changes affecting non-residential uses
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Proposed Zoning Concept

• Allow all residential use types everywhere

• Remove minimum lot sizes

• Regulate based on “stories above grade” and 
open space, remove density limits for 
residential use (FAR, lot area per dwelling unit)

• Allow up to 6 stories as the lowest residential 
height limit citywide

• Reduce/remove setback requirements

• Reduce/remove special permit requirements
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Discussion Topics

• Height and Density

• Open Space and Setbacks

• Special Permit Requirements
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Height and Density
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District MaxHeight MaxFAR OpenSpace NewDist ResStories OpenSpace

A-1 35 ft 0.50 50%

C-1 6 (75’) 30%

A-2 35 ft 0.50 40%

B 35 ft 0.50(-)* 40%

C 35 ft 0.60 36%

C-1 35 ft 0.75 30%

C-1A 45 ft 1.25 15% C-1A 6 (75’) 15%

C-2B 45 ft 1.75 15% C-2B 6 (75’) 15%

C-2A 65 ft 2.50 10% C-2A 6 (75’) 10%

C-2 85 ft 1.75 15% C-2 7 (85’) 15%

C-3 120 ft 3.00 10% C-3 10 (120’) 10%

C-3A 120 ft 3.00 10% C-3A 10 (120’) 10%

C-3B 120 ft 4.00 10% C-3B 10 (120’) 10%

Current Residence Districts Proposed Residential Standards



Current Zoning
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Base
(< 10,000 SF)

20% affordable
distributed across
project (including 

bonus)

30% overall 
FAR and unit 
density bonus 
(no additional 
height)

Inclusionary 
(≥ 10,000 SF)

35’-65’ max 35’-65’ max

Res. A-1, A-2, B, C, C-1, C-1A, C-2B, C-2A districts
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20% affordable
distributed across
project (including 

bonus GFA)

Approach: remove FAR and unit density limits for 
residential use, regulate stories above grade

Proposed Zoning

Base
(< 10,000 SF)

Inclusionary 
(≥ 10,000 SF)

6 stories max6 stories max
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Non-res. limit

Total limit

Non-res. only Mixed use Res. only

• Changes only apply to residential uses in mixed-use districts

• Non-residential uses stay within current height and FAR limits

• Remove “mixed-use formula” that discourages mixed-use development

Non-Residential and Mixed-Use Development



What would be allowed under proposed zoning?

Current District A-1 A-2 B C C-1

Typical Lot Area 11,000 SF 8,000 SF 4,000 SF 4,000 SF 3,000 SF

1 unit allowed
5,500 SF GFA

1 unit allowed
4,000 SF GFA

1 unit allowed
2,000 SF GFA

2 units allowed
2,400 SF GFA

2 units allowed
2,250 SF GFA

Current Zoning
(allowed)
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46,200 SF GFA
30-46 units

6-9 affordable

33,600 SF GFA
22-34 units

4-7 affordable

16,800 SF GFA
11-17 units

2-3 affordable

16,800 SF GFA
11-17 units

2-3 affordable

12,600 SF GFA
8-13 units

0-3 affordable

Proposed Zoning
(approximate)
Assumptions:
~70% lot coverage
~1,000-1,500 SF of 
GFA per unit
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100% affordable

Affordable Housing Overlay

Based on 
Proposed Zoning

13 stories max

Based on 
Current Zoning

4-9 stories maxWithout change to current 
AHO standards:

• If base zoning allows 35’, 
AHO allows up to 4 stories

• If base zoning allows up to 
65’, AHO allows up to 9 
stories

• If base zoning allows more 
than 65’, AHO allows up to 
13 stories



Issues

• Institutional Use Regulations

• State law prohibits restrictions on religious uses or public, religious or non-
profit educational uses – Cambridge has special legislation to regulate 
religious and educations uses in residence districts that require 1,200+ 
square feet of lot area per unit

• Removing density limitations removes the ability to regulate religious or 
public, religious or non-profit educational uses

• Can retain current height and density limits for non-residential institutional 
uses (potential exception for dormitories)
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Issues

• Hotels

• Hotels are permitted in C-2A and C-2B districts (by special permit) and in 
some mixed-use districts with height and density limitations

• In mixed-use districts, height and density of hotels is limited as if they were 
non-residential uses (exceptions include parts of Kendall, Central, Porter)

• In residence districts, hotels would be allowed at the current (more limited) 
height and density
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Issues

• Inclusionary Bonus

• Current inclusionary has a 30% density bonus in exchange for meeting 
affordability requirements

• Without density limits for housing there can no longer be a density bonus 
for inclusionary projects

• Open space relief or other dimensional flexibility could be considered
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Open Space and Setbacks
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Rationale for Open Space Standards

• Fresh air – usable space for residents to have time outdoors

• Permeability – absorbing rainwater

• Heat mitigation – plantings, shade, solar reflectivity

In site design, multifamily buildings rarely take up more than 60-70% 
of lot area (depends on size/shape of site)

Open space requirements are less about controlling building size 
than about controlling the amount of surface pavement and parking
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Open Space Standards

Current open space requirement is for “Private Open Space”

• Residential use only, not required for non-residential

• At least 50% of requirement must be at ground level

• At ground level, space be at least 15’ in both length and width

• Above grade, must be at least 6’ in both length and width and at least 72 SF in 
area if accessible to all occupants

• No more than 25% can be private above-grade balconies and decks
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Open Space Standards
• However, in Res. A-1, A-2, B, C, C-1, only half of required 

open space must meet “Private Open Space” standards

• At least half must be “Permeable” (permeable is not 
required in other districts)

• In other districts, only “Private” Open Space is required 
and only for residential uses

• Green Factor:  Must meet “Cool Score” based on district 
OS requirement (new construction or major 
enlargement only)

July 17, 2024



Proposed Open Space Standards

• Make open space ratio a “Total Open Space” requirement

• Any type of open space can contribute to requirement, with slightly 
more flexible standards to meet different functions

• At least half of requirement must be permeable (at-grade)

• At least half of requirement must be usable to residents including any 
combination of usable at-grade spaces or above-grade balconies or decks 
(as long as each unit has access to usable open space)

• Green Factor standards continue to apply
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Yard/Setback Standards
What’s a “setback”?

• Linear distance between a property line and a 
building

• Usually a fixed distance in feet, except:

• “Formula” based on height and length of building

• “Context” provisions allow front setbacks to match 
neighboring buildings (in some districts)
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Yard/Setback Standards
What’s a “yard”?

• Area between the building and lot line

• Front:  between building and street 

• Side/Rear:  between building and adjacent lots

• Open to the sky and clear of obstructions, except:

• Projecting elements like porches, balconies, bays, stairs

• Other “customary” things, including accessory buildings, 
bicycle parking, apiaries & henhouses
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District MinFront MinSides MinRear NewDist MinFront Sides/Rear

A-1 25’/(context/15’) 15’(sum 35’) 25-35’ (>100’)

C-1 10’/context None

A-2 20’/(context/15’) 10’(sum 25’) 25-35’ (>100’)

B 15’/(context/10’) 7.5’(sum 20’) 25-35’ (>100’)

C 10’/formula
7.5’(sum 

20’)/form.
20-30’/formula

C-1 10’/formula 7.5’/formula 20-30’/formula

C-1A 10’ Formula/10’(SP) Formula/10’(SP)

C-1A 10’/context None
C-2B 10’/formula Formula 20’/formula

C-2A 5’/formula Formula 20’/formula C-2A 5’/context None

C-2 10’/formula Formula 20’/formula C-2 10’/context None

C-3 5’/formula Formula 20’/formula C-3 5’/context None

C-3A 5’/formula Formula/5’(office) 20’/formula C-3A 5’/context None

C-3B 10’ Formula 20’/formula C-3B 10’/context None

Current Minimum Setbacks Proposed Minimum Setbacks



Front Yards
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• Space that provides public benefit

• Trees (including street tree root systems), 
other plantings, and shade

• More sidewalk/usable space

• Stairs, ramps, elevated porches promote 
flood resilience while orienting entrances 
to the public realm

• Allowing projections into the front setback 
avoids flat façades



Side/Rear Setbacks

• Historically, side/rear setbacks focused 
on issues like fire safety, natural light and 
air – today, these are regulated more in 
building, health and safety codes

• Small or zero side setbacks are a typical 
pattern in much of Cambridge (e.g., 
townhouses, historic corridors)

• Open space standards can be a more 
flexible way to require usable open space
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Design/Development Review
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Project Review Purpose

• Project review is not meant to add time or cost, but to promote 
city’s design objectives and mitigate impacts where needed

• Ideally, review is not a “last hurdle” in permitting but informs the 
project’s evolution throughout its design

• Some benefits of review process:

• Improved design mutually benefits public and private interests

• Community values are clear to developer and design team

• Public input can identify context-specific issues
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Types of Review
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Type of Review Characteristics When We Use It for Housing

Specific Design 
Standards/Criteria

• Administrative review
• Predictable, but doesn’t 

account for unique factors

• 25,000+ SF development (19.50)
• Special districts
• Affordable Housing Overlay

Advisory Review

• Review session(s) held at a 
public meeting or board

• Site-specific input
• No approval/denial, no risk 

of appeal

• Areas of special planning 
concern (public or Advisory 
Committee)

• Affordable Housing Overlay 
(Planning Board)

Special Permit

• Approval/denial by board
• Conditions, mitigation
• Standards can be more 

flexible to deal with site

• 50,000+ SF development 
(20,000+ SF some districts) 
Multifamily/townhouse, rear 
unit infill (some districts)



Design Standards
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19.50 standards include (in part):

• Height transition across districts

• Location of uses in mixed-use 
projects

• Landscaped front yards

• Active ground stories

• Parking location

• Mechanicals, refuse, loading

• Open Space

AHO standards include (in part):

• Front yard design and entrances

• Breaks in massing

• Façade glass and articulation

• Ground story use/design

• No private living space below 
grade

• Mechanicals, refuse, loading 
(same as 19.50)



Special Permit Review

Drawbacks:

• Timing of process (per statute)

• Time/cost of additional study 
(e.g., Transportation Impact)

• Risk of appeal leading to 
lengthy/costly litigation

Time/cost is more impactful on 
smaller projects, larger projects 
can more easily absorb and 
public benefit is greater
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Advantages:

• Site-specific focus

• Conditions/mitigation

• Flexibility in requirements to 
address site conditions, city 
goals

• More control over outcomes

Special permits granted if project 
meets standards; denials are 
rare



Approaches

• Lessen special permit burden for multifamily residential, 
particularly for smaller projects

• Eliminate multifamily, townhouse, rear unit infill special permits

• Raise project review special permit threshold (with TIS) to 75,000 SF

• Apply non-special-permit review where appropriate

• Incorporate design standards from AHO into housing generally

• Maintain balance between market rate housing and Affordable 
Housing Overlay projects
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Current Review for Housing

July 17, 2024

Project Size All Housing AHO

< 25,000 SF

• Public advisory review (Areas of 
Special Planning Concern)

• Planning Board special permit 
(some districts)

• Public/Planning Board advisory 
review (2 meetings)

25,000-
50,000 SF

• Staff review of Design Standards 
(19.50)

• Planning Board special permit 
(some districts)

• Public/Planning Board advisory 
review (2 meetings)

50,000-
75,000 SF

• Planning Board special permit
• Public/Planning Board advisory 

review (2 meetings)

75,000+ SF • Planning Board special permit
• Public/Planning Board advisory 

review (2 meetings)



Proposed Review for Housing
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Project Size All Housing AHO

< 25,000 SF
• Public advisory review (Areas of 

Special Planning Concern)
• Public advisory review if over base 

zoning (1 meeting)

25,000-
50,000 SF

• Public advisory review (Areas of 
Special Planning Concern)

• Staff review of Design Standards 
(19.50)

• Public advisory review if over base 
zoning (1 meeting)

• Staff review of Design Standards 
(AHO)

50,000-
75,000 SF

• Public/Planning Board advisory 
review (2 meetings)

• Public/Planning Board advisory 
review (2 meetings)

75,000+ SF • Planning Board special permit
• Public/Planning Board advisory 

review (2 meetings)



Process
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ORDINANCE  COMMITTEE &
PLANNING BOARD

Process Timeline
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Discussion of 
Multifamily 

Development

Proposed 
Zoning 

Changes

Draft 
Zoning 

Text

Zoning 
Petition

Public 
Hearings

Potential 
Vote on 

Adoption

Discussion 
of Zoning 
Concepts

Oct 2024 Nov 2024June 2024 July 2024 Aug 2024 Sep 2024May 2024 Dec 2024

HOUSING
COMMITTEE

ORDINANCE  COMMITTEE &
PLANNING BOARD

CITY
COUNCIL

CITY
COUNCIL

City Council Committee 
Hearing

City Council MeetingPlanning Board 
Hearing

Community Meeting



Next Steps
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• Housing Committee discussions in July and August to finalize zoning 
recommendations

• Council to refer Petition in September

• CDD holds two online community meetings in September to 
educate the public before hearing process starts
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