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PLANNING BOARD DECISION 

 

Site: 434 McGrath Highway 

 

Applicant Name: Somerville Comedy Group, LLC 

Applicant Address: 237 Elm Street, Apt. #3, Cambridge, MA 02139 

Owner Name: Prospect Commons, LLC 

Owner Address: 373 Highland Avenue, Suite 201, Somerville, MA 02144 

Agent Name: Richard G. DiGirolamo 

Agent Address: 424 Broadway, Somerville, MA 02145 

City Councilor: Ben Ewen-Campen 
 

Legal Notice: Applicant, Somerville Comedy Group, LLC, and Owner, Prospect Commons, LLC, 

seek a revision to a previously approved special permit (PB 2014-23) under SZO §5.3.8 to change 

the previously approved ground floor retail use into a comedy club and for parking relief under 

SZO §9.13. CCD-45 Zone. Ward 3. 
 

Zoning District/Ward:   CCD-45 Zone. Ward 3. 

Zoning Approval Sought:  SZO §5.3.8  
Date of Application:  April 24, 2019 

Date(s) of Public Hearing:  3/21, 4/4, 4/18, 5/2, 5/16, 6/6, 6/13 

Date of Decision:    June 20, 2019 

Vote:     5-0  

*Planning Staff has determined that a special permit for parking relief under SZO §9.13 is not 

required.  
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Case number PB 2014-23-R1-4/19 was opened before the Planning Board at the Visiting Nurse Association 

3
rd

 Floor Community Room, 259 Lowell Street. Notice of the Public Hearing was given to persons 

affected and was published and posted, all as required by M.G.L. c. 40A, sec. 11 and the Somerville 

Zoning Ordinance. On June 19, 2019, the Planning Board took a vote. 
 

 

I.PROJECT DESCRIPTION  

 

The proposal is to revise the previously approved special permit with site plan review to locate an as-of-

right comedy theater on the ground floor. The club will include a performance stage, a 72 person 

audience, and a small bar/lounge. Looking at the building from McGrath Highway the proposed comedy 

theater will occupy the end unit on the left.   

 

II. FINDINGS FOR SPECIAL PERMIT (SZO §5.3.8): 

 

In order to grant a special permit, the SPGA must make certain findings and determinations as outlined in 

§5.1.4 of the SZO. This section of the report goes through §5.1.4 in detail.   

 

1. Information Supplied:  

 

The Staff finds that the information provided by the Applicant conforms to the requirements of §5.1.2 of 

the SZO and allows for a comprehensive analysis of the project with respect to the required Special 

Permits. 

 

2. Compliance with Standards: The Applicant must comply "with such criteria or standards as may 

be set forth in this Ordinance which refer to the granting of the requested special permit."   

 

Section 5.3: Procedures for Special Permits and Special Permits with Site Plan Review 

Revisions that are not de minimis shall be subject to the full notice and hearing provisions of §5.3.2 of 

this Ordinance, but shall not be subject to review by additional boards, departments, city agencies or 

commissions except as requested by the SPGA or upon the recommendation of the Planning Director. 

Applicable findings shall be made in accordance with the type of permit(s) being revised. 

 

The findings made under the previous Special Permit with Site Plan Review approved by the Planning 

Board in October of 2014 (PB 2014-23) are not applicable to this proposal, with the exception of finding 

4.7, which is as follows: 

 

7. Signage and awning design should respect buildings' context (e.g., scale, design, style, 

colors, materials), be oriented to pedestrians, and be subordinate to the overall building 

composition. Creative shapes must be carefully designed and coordinated with the overall 

appearance of the building. The design should also maintain an existing "signage line" and 

respect the character, scale, and locations of adjacent signs and awnings. Large, interior-lit or 

back-lit signs or awnings, neon "open" signs, vinyl or plastic materials and overly bright colors 

are generally discouraged. To add interest and character to the retail environment signs or 

awnings may convey interesting elements or logos without excessive wording. They should be 

limited to advertising the business name and its main goods or services, with minimal or no 

national brand names or logos. Type styles should enhance readability of the sign and provide 
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information simply and legibly. Use awnings to create pleasant shaded spaces in front of a 

building. Signs and awnings should enhance important architectural details and not conceal or 

obliterate them. 

 

The Planning Board made the previous finding, “signage and awning design that counts as signage is 

conditioned to be reviewed by Staff at a later date. The building illustrates a sign band where signage can 

be appropriate located in a consistent manner along the street front.”  

 

The proposal for the comedy club includes a sign in the sign band but the material or design specifics 

have not been developed as of the publication of this report. Staff recommends that the proposed sign use 

individual channel letters and a condition that the final materials and design be reviewed and approved by 

Planning Staff. 

 

Section 7.13: Table of Use Clusters 

Theater, cinema or other public assembly uses under 5,000 net square feet are allowed as-of-right. 

 

At the first public hearing on June 6, 2019, the Planning Board asked Staff to look at the original decision 

for 434 McGrath Highway to see if there was any restriction on the hours of operation for prospective 

businesses. Staff found there to be no restriction. Staff also examined the hours of operation condition as 

part of the approval for a café at 195 Washington Street that originally intended to have music as part of 

their programming. The hours conditioned by the Planning Board were Monday through Friday from 7am 

to 10pm, Saturday from 8am to 10pm, and Sundays from 8am to 8pm. Staff also considered the hours of a 

comedy studio in Bow Market at 337 Somerville Ave. The Planning Board approved 2,500 square feet of 

performance space without any restriction on the hours of operation. However, the Planning Board did 

impose a condition that the brewing establishment ceases all outside activities by 10 PM.  

 

Staff remains supportive of the application to revise this special permit to allow for a comedy club to 

locate in the storefront that is furthest from Greenville Street. Staff believes that in order for a comedy 

club to be competitive with others in the area that it will have to allow comedy acts that last until 12 AM 

on Fridays and Saturdays. 

 

Article 9: Off-Street Parking and Loading 

The project exceeds the parking requirement with two additional spaces for a total of 60 parking spaces. 

One space is required for each of the 48 residential units (48 total) and one space is required for every 

1,500 square feet of small retail space (10 total).  

 

Existing Requirement Proposed Requirement 

1,780 s.f of small retail / service 

@ 1 per 1,500 n.s.f required 

1 space 

(rounded down 

from 1.2) 

1,780 s.f of theater 

@ 1 per 400 n.s.f required 

5 spaces 

(rounded up 

from 4.5) 

 

4 additional required spaces * .5 = 2 spaces  

 

The proposal to change 1,780 square feet of approved small retail/service space into a theater increases 

the parking requirement by four spaces. When there is a change in use with no change in floor area the 

SZO §9.4.2 allows the proposal to only provide 50% of the additional requirement. Therefore, the 

proposed change in use requires the applicant to only provide two additional spaces. Since the project 
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currently has a parking surplus of two spaces this proposal does not need a special permit for parking 

relief under SZO §9.13. 

 

1. SomerVision Plan:  

The proposal significantly rehabilitates property in the heart of Union Square and provides pedestrian-

friendly housing and commercial opportunities.  The proposal provides for an affordable housing unit and 

a fractional payment. The landscaped area will be increased from 9% to 22% on a lot that is largely 

already built-out, and all bituminous material will be removed from the site. 

 

 

III.DECISION: 

 
Present and sitting were, Michael Capuano,  Joseph Favaloro, Dorothy Kelly Gay, Amelia Aboff and Gerard 

Amaral. Upon making the above findings, Michael Capuano made a motion to approve the request for a 

Special Permit. Joseph Favalaro seconded the motion. The Board voted 5-0 to APPROVE the request 

WITH CONDITIONS. The following conditions were attached: 

 

# Condition 
Timeframe 

 for 

Compliance 

Verified 

(initial) 
Notes 

1 

Approval is to establish a comedy club. This approval is 

based upon the following application materials and the 

plans submitted by the Applicant: 

Date (Stamp Date) Submission 

April 24, 2019 

Initial application 

submitted to the City 

Clerk’s Office 

May 20, 2019 
Plans submitted to OSPCD 

(A0.0 and A1.1) 

Any changes to the approved elevations/use that are not de 

minimis must receive SPGA approval.  

BP/CO ISD/Pln

g. 

 

2 
All conditions of approval from PB 2014-23 remain in 

effect. 

   

3 
Final signage materials and design must be reviewed and 

approved by Planning Staff. 

CO Plng.  

 

4 
All comedy acts must end by 10 PM Sunday through 

Thursday and by 12 AM on Friday and Saturday. 

On going Plng.  

Final Sign-Off 

5 

The Applicant shall contact Planning Staff at least five 

working days in advance of a request for a final inspection 

by Inspectional Services to ensure the proposal was 

constructed in accordance with the plans and information 

submitted and the conditions attached to this approval.   

Final sign 

off 

Plng.  
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Attest, by the Planning Board:     
 

 

 

Joseph Favaloro 

 

 

 

 

 

 

_________________________ 

Michael Capuano 

 

 
 

 

 

    

Gerard Amaral 
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Copies of this decision are filed in the Somerville City Clerk’s office. 

Copies of all plans referred to in this decision and a detailed record of the  

SPGA proceedings are filed in the Somerville Planning Dept. 

 

CLERK’S CERTIFICATE  

 

Any appeal of this decision must be filed within twenty days after the date this notice is filed in the Office of the 

City Clerk, and must be filed in accordance with M.G.L. c. 40A, sec. 17 and SZO sec. 3.2.10. 

 

In accordance with M.G.L. c. 40 A, sec. 11, no variance shall take effect until a copy of the decision bearing the 

certification of the City Clerk that twenty days have elapsed after the decision has been filed in the Office of the City 

Clerk and no appeal has been filed, or that if such appeal has been filed, that it has been dismissed or denied, is 

recorded in the Middlesex County Registry of Deeds and indexed in the grantor index under the name of the owner 

of record or is recorded and noted on the owner’s certificate of title. 

 

Also in accordance with M.G.L. c. 40 A, sec. 11, a special permit shall not take effect until a copy of the decision 

bearing the certification of the City Clerk that twenty days have elapsed after the decision has been filed in the 

Office of the City Clerk and either that no appeal has been filed or the appeal has been filed within such time, is 

recorded in the Middlesex County Registry of Deeds and indexed in the grantor index under the name of the owner 

of record or is recorded and noted on the owner’s certificate of title. The person exercising rights under a duly 

appealed Special Permit does so at risk that a court will reverse the permit and that any construction performed 

under the permit may be ordered undone. 

 

The owner or applicant shall pay the fee for recording or registering. Furthermore, a permit from the Division of 

Inspectional Services shall be required in order to proceed with any project favorably decided upon by this decision, 

and upon request, the Applicant shall present evidence to the Building Official that this decision is properly 

recorded. 

 

This is a true and correct copy of the decision filed on ______________________ in the Office of the City Clerk, 

and twenty days have elapsed, and  

FOR SPECIAL PERMIT(S) WITHIN 

     _____ there have been no appeals filed in the Office of the City Clerk, or 

     _____ there has been an appeal filed. 

 

Signed        City Clerk     Date    

            


