
 

City of Somerville 

PLANNING BOARD 
City Hall 3rd Floor, 93 Highland Avenue, Somerville MA 02143 

 
6 JANUARY 2022 MEETING MINUTES 

 
This meeting was conducted via remote participation on GoToWebinar. 
 

NAME TITLE STATUS ARRIVED 

Michael Capuano Chair Present  

Amelia Aboff Vice Chair Present  

Rob Buchanan Clerk Present  

Jahan Habib Member Present  

Erin Geno Member Present  

Debbie Howitt Easton Alternate Present  

Russell Pildes Alternate Present  

 
City staff present: Rebecca Lyn Cooper (Planning, Preservation & Zoning), Charlotte Leis (Planning, Preservation & 
Zoning), Sarah White (Planning, Preservation & Zoning), Andrew Graminski (Planning, Preservation & Zoning), and 
Sarah Lewis (Director of Planning, Preservation & Zoning) 
 
The meeting was called to order at 6:00pm and adjourned at 8:51pm. 
 
 

PUBLIC HEARING: 28-44 Broadway (P&Z 21-029) 
(continued from 16 December 2021) 

 
The Applicant submitted a request to continue to the Board’s next regular meeting. 
 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Vice Chair Aboff, the Board voted unanimously (7-0) to 

continue the case to 20 January 2022. 

 

RESULT: CONTINUED 
 
 

PUBLIC HEARING: 690 Broadway (P&Z 21-050) 
(continued from 16 December 2021) 

 
The Applicant submitted a request to continue to the Board’s next regular meeting. 
 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Vice Chair Aboff, the Board voted unanimously (7-0) to 

continue the case to 20 January 2022. 

 

RESULT: CONTINUED 
 
 

OTHER BUSINESS: Milk Square Urban Design Framework 
(continued from 16 December 2021) 

 

Director Sarah Lewis discussed issues with overlay districts and neighborhood planning. She explained that detail 

issues will be resolved at a later point. This is just a broad picture view. 



The Board and Director Lewis discussed the key concepts and principles of the original presentation, and how they 

are looking to begin full planning efforts soon. They also spoke about envisioned open spaces, parking ratios, and 

how the transportation modeling has begun but is not at a point where it can be shared yet. 

 

Chair Capuano reiterated that this is just a beginning step in the process. 

 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Vice Chair Aboff, the Board voted (6-1), with Member 

Buchanan dissenting, to adopt the Milk Square Urban Design Framework. 

 

RESULT: ADOPTED 
 
 

PUBLIC HEARING: 494 Medford Street (P&Z 21-180) 
(continued from 16 December 2021) 

 
The applicant presented the proposal for a general building, elevations, design schemes presented to the UDC, 

shadow study, and landscape plan. 

 

The Board discussed how the building looks generic and doesn’t go with any of the other buildings in the 

neighborhood. The building looks like it belongs in the heart of a commercial zone, as opposed to in a transitional 

zone abutting a residential area. The Board encouraged the applicant to make the building more appealing. The 

Board was also dissatisfied with how the traffic impact was not touched upon. The Board noted that this is the first 

building of its kind with a commercial push in the area and they should all keep in mind the anticipated contextual 

concerns that may arise because of that. 

 

Staff stated that it will be up to the applicant to make adjustments to the proposal. Staff will make a note of the 

Board’s comments regarding the future of the area and will continue to work with the applicant through the 

process. 

 

The Board and applicant discussed how the landscape plan needs more work, the bedroom counts, the zoning 

requirements for the MR4 district, the possibility of softening the transition from commercial to residential in 

material form with a green wall or other landscaping, and the expectations for the commercial space since there is 

no bathroom on the plans. 

 

Chair Capuano opened public testimony. 

 

Tori Antonino (65 Boston St) – spoke in favor of the proposal. She appreciated the 3-bedroom units and liked the 

modern, creative look. Ms. Antonino noted that the street wall experience will be essential due to lack of open 

space and liked the idea of a green wall and providing infrastructure for vines. She would like to see the applicant 

bring back the conifers, expand the vertical use of greenery, and she would like to see a full landscape plan. 

 

Chair Capuano closed public testimony. Chair Capuano left written testimony open until noon on Friday, 14 

January 2022. 

 

The Board suggested making the cornice line between the 3rd and 4th floors stronger, possibly adding another 

cornice or design feature between the ground floor and the 2nd floor to help differentiate the commercial space 

from the residential space, and continuing the glazing all the way down to the ground to create more of a base. On 

the 4th floor, even a small setback at this story would make it more successful; the Board suggested considering 

different window treatments for this area. 



 

The Board suggested returning to façade option 2 in the UDC design schemes, as that design looks more like a 

transitional building that would fit better in the context of the neighborhood. The Board also felt it was 

noteworthy to mention that there are larger buildings on the other side of the street that are more in character 

with the neighborhood. They recommended that it might be useful for the applicant to see everything in context 

to help move their design in the right direction. 

 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Vice Chair Aboff, the Board voted unanimously (7-0) to 

continue the case to 20 January 2022. 

 

RESULT: CONTINUED 
 
 

PUBLIC HEARING: 599 Somerville Avenue (P&Z 20-031) 
 
The applicant team presented the proposal for a 3-story, LEED gold, commercial building, which is requesting 
parking relief. The team discussed the site location and access, the opportunity for public art, site strategy, and 
how the team addressed the privacy concerns of the neighbors. The applicant team continued the presentation 
with floor plans, façade design, the transportation commitments, and the landscape plan. The team noted that 
they are committed to working with future tenants on window treatments to reduce sight lines into the neighbors’ 
homes. 
 
The Board and applicant team discussed the traffic study and the transportation commitments the team has made 

with the City for this site, such as reduced parking, a new bus stop, a raised crosswalk on Somerville Ave, and the 

push to encourage alternative modes of transportation. They also discussed possible tenants for the building. 

 

Councilor Ben Ewen-Campen noted that he previously sent in a written comment and was thankful to hear that the 

concerns have been addressed in the presentation. He stated that there has been a lot of community input on this 

project, and since it is directly abutting a tight urban neighborhood, privacy issues are important. He asked the 

Board to condition the project based on the public testimony. 

 

Chair Capuano opened public testimony.  

 

Sara Green (593 Somerville Ave) – expressed her support and thanked the developer for incorporating feedback 

from the neighborhood and for considering the needs of the community. She does have concerns regarding traffic 

on Spring Street, as there are no plans to change the street design, and there will be an issue with parking by the 

loading dock. This situation can be dangerous for cars turning onto Somerville Ave. Ms. Green recommended 

adding lanes and refreshing the first block of Spring Street in the interest of public safety.  

 

Samuel Snodgrass (40 Pitman St) – suggested Greentown Labs as tenant. Mr. Snodgrass also noted that 100% of 

his sunlight comes in through south-facing windows; he asked if he will lose all of the sunlight that his home gets if 

this proposal is built. 

 

Chair Capuano made a note that this is not a question and answer forum, but the applicant team will have a 

chance to respond to the comments after the public testimony is complete, if they wish. 

 

Yangyang Li (40 Pitman St) – was unable to unmute; was asked to write in their testimony.  

 



Mai Luo (690 Somerville) – felt there is not a big enough buffer zone between buildings. They questioned whether 

or not the building will have animal testing and how the noise and smell will be controlled given the abutting 

residential zone. 

 

Chair Capuano reminded the public that the applicant team will address questions at end of public testimony. 

 

Tori Antonino (65 Boston St) – liked the design of the building, but wished the parking could be even lower. She 

felt that adding amenities could do a lot to draw people in and could help with reducing parking. Her main concern 

is regarding landscaping; she wondered if it is possible to add a trellis structure with twining vines facing 44 Pitman 

to add privacy. She is unsure how the team achieved their Green Score; she hoped that they are using only native 

plants. Ms. Antonino asked if she could have a conversation with the landscape architect on the team regarding 

which species they choose for the site so that they can encourage wildlife to return to the City. 

 

Shailee Shaw (8 Spring St) – asked when demolition would begin and how the team plans to mitigate the dust from 

the demo. 

 

Cortney Kirk (10 Spring St) – appreciated the new crosswalk and the protection of street trees. Ms. Kirk was 

concerned about the height of the mechanical penthouse. She was not sure that a lab building with a tall 

penthouse was envisioned in this neighborhood and she was surprised to see this after the revision to the 

Somerville Zoning Ordinance by the City Council; mechanicals should be 10 feet, but this is 16 feet. She shared 

concerns about how part of Spring Street is a one way and the other part of Spring Street is a two way street.  Ms. 

Kirk noted issues with the Transportation Access Plan, especially with how trucks will have to back up the one way 

portion of the street the wrong way to be able to access the loading dock. She suggested possibly increasing 

signage or reconfiguring the traffic pattern at the end of Spring Street.   

 

Anne Matthews (11 Belmont St) - echoed concerns with the mechanicals height; she would prefer 10 feet as 16 

feet is very high. 

 

Chair Capuano closed public testimony. Chair Capuano left written testimony open until noon on Friday, 14 

January 2021. 

 

The Board and applicant team revisited the concerns the public raised regarding the signage and lines on Spring 

Street. The applicant team noted that they worked with the Mobility division regarding this issue. They confirmed 

that they were guided away from eliminated the two way section of Spring Street, as that would negatively impact 

the neighborhood. 

 

The Board and applicant team discussed the privacy issue for abutters. The team confirmed that they have been 

working with Councilor Ewen-Campen and the abutters on this issue. They have committed to working with their 

tenants to cover up to 6 feet 4 inches of the windows, but wanted to wait to determine the exact solution until 

tenants signed on to make sure they had some say in the treatment. The Board noted that it is typical to include a 

condition that the applicant will work with Staff to come up with a solution that will satisfy all parties involved. The 

applicant team agreed to the condition. 

 

The Board and applicant team discussed the concern with shadows. The team showed the shadow studies again 

and explained that they are happy to discuss this further with the abutters. The Board encouraged the team to do 

that, as they have heard nothing but positive feedback about their communication with the neighborhood.  

 

The Board and applicant team spoke about the concerns regarding the height of the rooftop mechanicals. Staff 

confirmed that this applicant was allowed to present a project with a mechanical penthouse larger than 10 feet 



due to timing. Their project was advertised prior to the approval of the City Council approving the zoning 

amendment regarding the height of rooftop mechanicals. Any project that is advertised moving forward will have 

to adhere to those height restrictions. 

 

The Board and applicant team discussed the possibility of outdoor gatherings/events, the lack of a roof deck, the 

noise of the rooftop mechanicals, construction noise, how the team will control dust and debris, and how the 

applicant team will make their construction crew’s phone number available to all the abutters so that they can 

report any problems in real time.  

 

The Board questioned the applicant team regarding the unbundled parking and how they will make it less 

attractive to drive to this site. Staff confirmed that the Mobility Division typically implies a condition that a tenant 

cannot purchase a group of parking spaces and then offer them to their employees. This often helps encourage 

their employees to use alternative modes of transportation. They discussed bike lane maintenance, bike parking, 

and the possibility of adding a mural. The Board asked the applicant team if they are in agreement with adding a 

condition for a commitment to enlivening the end wall with an art treatment. The team agreed. The Board also 

suggested adding a condition regarding adding an art installation in the interior stairwell. The team asked for some 

time to discuss this with their whole team, as they have not completely designed this area yet. The Board also 

recommended possibly adding another condition regarding the applicant team working with the Mobility Division 

to improve the entry/exit of Spring Street and possibly adding a raised crosswalk there.  

 

The Board and applicant team discussed the lobby/café space, commercial retail space, and the signage plan. The 

Board requested that the applicant team return with a truck turning diagram at the next meeting, considering it is 

a point of contention with the neighborhood.  

 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Vice Chair Aboff, the Board voted unanimously (7-0) to 

continue the case to 20 January 2022. 

 

RESULT: CONTINUED 
 
 
 
NOTICE: These minutes constitute a summary of the votes and key discussions at this meeting. To review a full 
recording, please contact the Planning & Zoning Division at planning@somervillema.gov. 


