
 

City of Somerville 

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

 
3 FEBRUARY 2022 MEETING MINUTES 

 
This meeting was conducted via remote participation on GoToWebinar. 
 

NAME TITLE STATUS ARRIVED 

Michael Capuano Chair Present  

Amelia Aboff Vice Chair Absent  

Rob Buchanan Clerk Present  

Jahan Habib Member Present  

Erin Geno Member Present  

Debbie Howitt Easton Alternate Present  

Russell Pildes Alternate Present  

 
City staff present: Charlotte Leis (Planning, Preservation & Zoning), Raisa Saniat (Planning, Preservation & Zoning), 
Andrew Graminski (Planning, Preservation & Zoning) 
 
The meeting was called to order at 6:00pm and adjourned at 8:16pm. 
 
 

PUBLIC HEARING: 495 Columbia Street (P&Z 21-009) 
(continued from 20 January 2022) 

 
The applicant team started by stating that they now have a fully agreed upon and signed covenant with the City. 

The team went on by presenting further clarifying information asked of the applicant team at the previous meeting 

such as circulation site access, internal programming of the building, and the penthouse design.  

 

Chair Capuano spoke in support of the project and noted that the only missing piece was the signed covenant. He 

also noted that the Board received written testimony in support of the project.  

 

The Board and applicant team discussed the location of the arts and amenities space, the garage entry on Webster 

Avenue, and the concern regarding traffic patterns and congestion. Chair Capuano clarified that this project has 

been approved by the Mobility Division and they would not have signed off if they felt the traffic or congestion 

would impact the neighborhood negatively. The applicant team confirmed that the discussions with the Mobility 

Division were quite robust and they worked on several options to create the best solution to keep traffic and 

congestion at a minimum in the area.  

 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Clerk Buchanan, the Board voted (5-1), with Clerk Buchanan 

dissenting, to approve with conditions the Site Plan Approval to develop a 9-story LEED Platinum lab building in the 

High Rise (HR) zoning district. 

 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Clerk Buchanan, the Board voted (5-1), with Clerk Buchanan 

dissenting, to approve the Special Permit for a contributing lot. 

 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Clerk Buchanan, the Board voted (6-0) to approve the Special 

Permit for a Civic Space in-lieu payment contribution. 

 

RESULT: APPROVED WITH CONDITIONS 



 
 

PUBLIC HEARING: 15 McGrath Hwy (P&Z 21-062) 
 
The applicant team started by explaining the process they have been through so far including  required meetings 
and good faith meetings with community groups. They shared the neighborhood context, the history of the site, 
the existing site conditions, and the zoning context of the area. The team presented the site constraints, strategies 
for site circulation, building massing, the variances they received approval of by the Zoning Board of Appeals, and 
multimodal transportation plan and upgrades to the area. The applicant team walked the Board through their 
building design and noted that they worked with the Urban Design Commission to refine the recommended 
design. They then spoke about their sustainability goals, shadow studies, bike parking, the public realm, and 
landscape plan.  
 
The Board and Staff discussed why this is not part of a Master Plan or a Neighborhood Plan. Staff stated that they 
cannot speak to why a long-range plan was not done, but noted that while there are multiple projects being 
proposed by different applicants in this large area, the teams have found that working together is in their best 
interest and the projects are being coordinated by Planning Staff. Chair Capuano requested that Staff look into the 
reasons of not doing a comprehensive plan first, in order to help the Board understand the larger plan of the area. 
The Board also inquired regarding the history of the McGrath area to not be intrusive or impact the neighborhood 
with shadows and why a 9-story lab building is now being allowed at this location. Staff responded that the 
neighboring properties were downzoned in order to mitigate the impacts of this area of McGrath Highway. 
 
The Board and applicant team discussed the need of warmth and greenery in the design especially since the 
building is so close to the Community Path and how the entrance is slightly underwhelming. 
 
Chair Capuano opened public testimony.  
 
Alan Moore (23 Cherry St) – stated that The Friends of the Community Path (he is a Co-Chair) and other community 
groups in the area have had a lot of meetings with this applicant team and the adjacent hotel team. Mr. Moore 
said that they worked to put together a Memorandum of Agreement related to the public realm including 
pedestrian and bicycle improvements. The improvements to the ramp were not noted in the Staff Memo, as the 
ramp is actually on the adjacent property. However, the Staff Memo does include comments about most of the 
transportation improvements that are off the applicant’s property. Mr. Moore requested that all the commitments 
that the applicant team has made be included in the final approval, whether on their property or not.  
 
Christine Thomas (1 McGrath Hwy) – is a team member on the hotel project abutting this property and is in full 
support of the proposal. Ms. Thomas noted that this has been a true collaboration between the two properties.  
 
Lynn Weissman (112 Belmont St) – is a Co-Chair of The Friends of the Community Path and is in support of the 
project. Ms. Weissman shared that there has been great collaboration with the team on the streetscape and 
pedestrian realm. She appreciated the applicant team’s holistic approach to the area and would like their 
Memorandum of Agreement to be included in the public record. Although, she questioned why parking spaces will 
be shared with the adjacent hotel.  
 
Chair Capuano reminded the public that this is not a question and answer forum and the applicant team can 
respond to any questions that arise, if they wish to, at the end of the public testimony portion of the public 
hearing. 
 
Kim Schmahmann (1 Fitchburg St) – stated that the shadow studies only show this team’s development and it’s not 
just one building that throws shadows, it’s the cumulative effect of all the developments in the area that will 
impact the neighbors. Mr. Schmahmann stated that he will lose sun and will be dealing with ice and snow because 
of it. The Brickbottom residents have asked the developers to come back with a total shadow study. Brickbottom 



residents do want to develop this area, but have not been able to work with these developers regarding shadows 
or altering their building design. Mr. Schmahmann stated that the extreme mechanical equipment magnifies the 
problem.  
 
Alyson Schultz (1 Fitchburg St) – was disappointed with the current proposal. She stated that it will be prominently 
seen in its location, so it’s important to think about the façade.  
 
Polly Pook (1 Fitchburg St) – also agreed with her neighbors Mr. Schmahmann and Ms. Schultz. She stated that the 
shadows don’t just affect the Brickbottom building, but also their parking and green spaces. There are now no 
areas for snow removal. She said that as the sun moves from the East to the West, the GLX building’s shadows 
affect her building in late morning, the 35 McGrath building will affect her mid-morning, and this building will 
affect her building in the early morning. So, she shared her concern that she will end up with no light at all in the 
mornings and will have increased snow removal costs.  
 
Chair Capuano closed public testimony. Chair Capuano left written testimony open until noon on 11 February 
2022. 
 
The Board and applicant team discussed the human scale of the front entrance, the flat uninteresting back of the 
building along the Community Path and the possibility of adding a living green wall, the timing of the MassDOT 
plans for the McGrath Highway upgrades, how the jewel box design is successful but the rest of the building reads 
too flat, the size of the mechanical penthouse, parking ratios, and the one-way circulation around the building. The 
Board also spoke about how Somervision 2040 promotes less auto-oriented travel in the city and they inquired 
why and how the applicant team came to some of the assumptions regarding parking and modes of travel in their 
Transportation Access Plan.  
 
The Board asked Staff if the City completed their own shadow studies when the rezoning was completed at this 
site. If they are readily available, the Board would like to review the studies so that they can see what was 
previously recommended and to understand how they relate to the total site area, including Brickbottom.  
 

Following a motion by Chair Capuano, seconded by Clerk Buchanan, the Board voted unanimously (6-0) to 

continue the case the next regularly scheduled meeting.   

 

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. 


