
WATERTOWN PLANNING BOARD
DATE: October 9, 2024, PLACE: City Council Chamber TIME: 7:00 PM COMMENCED: 7:00 
PM
PURPOSE OF MEETING: Public Hearing
PRESENT: Janet Buck, Chair; Abigail Hammett; Rachael Sack; Payson Whitney; Sarah Scott
Sameena Pirani, Administrative Specialist; Gideon Schreiber, Director of Planning & Zoning; 
Larry Field, Senior Planner
ABSENT: Jason Cohen

ADMINISTRATIVE BUSINESS
Meeting Minutes for 9/11/2024 differed to the next regularly scheduled meeting on Nov 
13, 2024

CASES PENDING
6 & 12 Church Hill St
Janet Buck stated that the Planning Board would make an advisory recommendation to 
the Zoning Board of Appeals, not the final decision for the two Church Hill projects. 

Attorney Kenneth Leitner, representing the petitioner William Conti, owner of 6 Church 
Hill St, and Brianna LLC, owner of 12 Church Hill St, stated that they had come before 
the Board in August to seek a Special Permit under Section 5.01 for each of the 
projects—a new three-family dwelling on each parcel. He summarized the special 
permit criteria discussed at the previous hearing for the case. He said the site was an 
appropriate location for such use as the Zoning Ordinance allowed 3 family structures 
by Special Permit in the CB Zoning District. Also, it would not adversely affect the 
neighborhood as it was consistent with the new developments in Watertown Square, 
specifically the 34-unit development on Main Street and (in the future) a permitted 146-
unit development (also on Main Street). There would be no nuisance or serious hazard 
to vehicles or pedestrians, and garage doors would be installed as requested. 

Introducing other members of the team, he invited Ron Bourque, project architect, to go 
over the project plans. The presentation was based on the submittal dated October 3, 
2024. It included grade elevation difference on the first floor of the two proposed 
buildings, the same elevation of the entry lobbies for the two buildings, the site plan for 
each building, including parking on the ground level along with other non-residential 
uses such as mechanicals, trash removal, and bike storage. The garage doors would 
have some transparency, and the rooftops would have solar panels. Also discussed 
were the rendered elevations of the two buildings and building materiality. 

Following the conclusion of his presentation, Architect Bourque invited Andrew Leonard 
from Leonard Design Associates to go over the landscape plans. He described the 
areas available to landscape including space between the two buildings, the sidewalk 
along both buildings, and along the rear leading to the property line. In the rear, existing 
plantings would be removed and replaced with two red oaks and a black tupelo and 
shrub plantings 



along the base of the building. The arborvitae hedge buffering the existing parking lot 
from the houses would be maintained as part of the construction. The infiltration 
structures for the site drainage restricted the plantings to shrubs versus trees.

Ken Cram, Fuss & O’Neill, (formerly Bayside Engineering) described the traffic impact 
of the proposed project. He said that there was not a substantial increase in traffic 
because of this addition, given that only 2-3 units of housing were being added. The 
additional 10 trips per day were not going to have a significant impact, particularly at the 
intersection of Main Street and Church Hill St. Describing the parking details, he stated 
that there would be two parking areas, each with three parking spaces. The garage door 
had been added for screening. He suggested the inclusion of a condition that each unit 
would have only one parking space with no parking in the “inner area.” Appropriate 
signage and markings on the garage floor would also be added. The turning radius plan 
showed that cars could get in and out of the driveway.

Fergal Brennock, civil engineer representing the petitioners, attended remotely to 
answer questions.

Following the conclusion of this presentation, Chair Janet Buck invited comments and 
questions from the public, asking that comments be limited to 3 minutes.
Jan Nygren, 15 Church Lane, said that at the last meeting, several neighbors had 
expressed concern about the structure not fitting the neighborhood. Little had been 
done by the petitioner to address these concerns. Other concerns were as follows; the 
roof deck seemed “out of place,” and the absence of setbacks was hazardous for 
pedestrians using this street as a throughway between City Hall and the river. The front 
walk was a pedestrian hazard, given that it was right outside the garage door. The 
parking space should have been configured to allow parking only in the garage. 

Marybenham Nygren, 15 Church Lane, wanted to discuss the project considering the 
four criteria for a special permit which she said the petitioners did not appear to 
address. She stated that the location while appropriate for residential properties was not 
appropriate for what was proposed. The proposed structures were taller than other 
nearby buildings, had no front landscaping like the property across the street, and had 
less than two parking spaces per unit, contrary to the property across the street which 
with the same frontage was able to provide 2 parking spaces per unit. The second 
criterion, the development will not adversely affect the neighborhood, was also not 
addressed, as the project was part of the Church Hill/Church Lane neighborhood—not 
Main St which it did not abut. The roof decks were unique to the neighborhood and the 
proposed buildings were surrounded by one-story commercial buildings and two-story 
commercial and residential mixed-use buildings which had been there for the last 20 
years. The third criterion that there would be 
no nuisance or serious hazard to vehicles and pedestrians was also not true as the front 
walks were more like front entranceways and would not protect the pedestrians from 
cars coming out of the garage. Lastly, regarding the fourth criterion, the proposed 
buildings were “large, boxy, generic structures with no true front setback, no front 



landscaping, and no common ground-level space as is common in the neighborhood.” 
She hoped that the Zoning Board would not pass the project.

Libby Shaw, 73 Templeton Parkway, also representing Tree for Watertown, expressed 
her concern for the trees on the site. The trees were of value beyond the neighborhood 
and should be preserved. While one had the right to improve their property, it was also 
important to be mindful of the urban natural environment. From the drawings and 
presentation, the trees were a huge part of the site and would likely not exist if the plans 
were implemented. 

Joe Post, 13 Church Hill St, agreed with the sentiments expressed earlier. Besides the 
aesthetics, he was particularly concerned about the traffic and safety of pedestrians and 
pets who use the street. Backing out of the garage would be a blind operation. He did 
not anticipate pedestrians using the overhang of the building.

Linda Miller Seder, 17 Church Lane, said she was there to support those speaking 
against the project. She agreed with those who had spoken against the project. Her 
biggest concern was for the pedestrians who used this street. Based on her 
observations, there were people constantly going up and down the street with carriages 
and dogs, especially when there were special events at the library, etc. She did not 
think that people would continue to walk in the middle of the street, expecting no cars. 
Also, given the amount of parking space available, there could be a lot more cars going 
in and out of that driveway than permitted.

After confirming that there were no more public comments, the public hearing was 
closed, and discussion was opened to members of the Board.

Given all the concerns about traffic, Abigail Hammett asked if the townhomes on the 
other side of the street had a sidewalk in front of the house or if the stoops opened 
directly onto the street with no sidewalk. Staff confirmed that currently there was no 
sidewalk on the opposite side of the street or in front of the proposed properties. All 
walkers used the street. 

In response to questions about parking for other residents along the street, Joe Post 
said that there was a dedicated lot on their property that could fit eight cars. Cars 
entered from Church Hill Street.

Abigail Hammett said that the townhomes were a better use of the property. However, 
they were not allowed under the current zoning. Because of Zoning restrictions, the 
petitioners were very limited in what they could do with the site, and she found this a 
“very challenging property.” Under the current zoning, a three-family  was all that could 
be built. Also, currently, there was no sidewalk on either side of the street. She said it 
seemed that the petitioners were being penalized for people walking on the street, 
which was the existing condition. Opposing more driving through Church Hill St would 
prevent people from moving into the neighborhood or increasing its density. Mirroring 
the townhomes would be a better outcome. However, it was not permitted under the 



current zoning. She also said that the architectural revisions made from the last 
meeting, including the material changes and the overhang, made the project look 
worse.

In response to Janet Buck’s question, Attorney Leitner said that the determination had 
not been made if the units were condos or rentals. Also, there would be one parking 
space per unit for each of the buildings. Parking of additional cars would be guarded by 
management. Given the upcoming zoning changes that would reduce the parking 
requirements in this Zone, Attorney Leitner said that they did not want to wait for new 
zoning. 

Payson Whitney echoed the concerns expressed by Abigail Hammett. He credited the 
petitioners for improving the building façade since the last time. He also questioned the 
need for a sidewalk given the concerns raised by the neighbors and suggested its 
removal to prevent pedestrians from walking close to the garages. He was particularly 
concerned about the removal of 12 to 13 large mature trees, including some with 12’ 
calipers. He suggested the inclusion of some conditions to consider in their 
deliberations. 

The petitioner's team said that revised renderings, reflecting the elimination of the trees 
on the street view, had been submitted after packets were distributed to the Planning 
Board. 
Payson Whitney asked if the red oaks next to the retaining wall would pose a concern 
over time as they spread their roots. Landscape Architect, Andrew Leonard, confirmed 
this stating that if trees had to be put back some of the adverse effects of it had to be 
faced down the road. However, he said it was worth the benefit of the canopy.

Payson Whitney also asked how parking in just-allowed spaces would be reinforced. 
The board discussed trash pickup and locations of the totes. 

Rachael Sack said that this was a “tricky situation.”  Not having setbacks made it feel 
denser which also affected the feel of the neighborhood. She also expressed concern 
about pedestrian safety and the possibility of lights from the garage bothering the 
neighbors across the street. She acknowledged the impact on trees and wished that the 
removals had been disclosed earlier to receive due deliberation and discussion. While 

more housing was needed in this area, it was important to ensure the benefit to the city 
and the safety of pedestrians. 

Abigail Hammett asked, given the limitations of the current zoning codes for this district, 
if waiting for the zoning changes to happen would allow a better project. Janet Buck 
agreed that waiting for the new codes to go into effect would be to their advantage, not 
only serving the petitioners better but also the neighborhood.  There was agreement 
that this would be included in the Planning Board's recommendations to the Zoning 
Board.



Michael Mena gave the final remarks, addressing the concerns raised by the Board and 
the public. He said that waiting for the zoning amendments could increase concerns 
about parking and related issues. The proposed project met all current zoning 
requirements. The new amendments would require greater side setbacks. At the same 
time, they would allow more density, and more units. Having 2 three-unit buildings 
separated by 20 feet would allow more sunlight and air than what could potentially come 
in this space. 

Staff confirmed that this portion of the district was not in the by-right zone in the 
proposed Zoning Amendments. 

Michael Mena also provided the rationale for parking the vehicles further in the garage 
versus right at the front, aiding with maneuverability and compliance with the code. 
Lighting concerns expressed previously had been addressed by adding a garage door. 
Parking only in the designated spaces would be enforced by the management company 
or HOA. He also explained that the rear setback requirements had been observed, 
given the residential use of neighboring property, preventing the building from being 
pushed back. Concern about the utility pole has been addressed as the pole served 
power to the two lots. The petitioners had also been in discussion with EverSource and 
would continue to work with them. DPW had reviewed stormwater plans, and no critical 
issues were anticipated. 

Addressing concerns about meeting the criteria for a special permit, Mike Menna said 
that given the expansion of housing in the city, this type of housing was not common 
and would help add to the variety of inventory. Also, compared to the property across 
the street, this project had better parking and vehicle maneuverability. He said that it 
was important to bear in mind that these were small sites in urban areas with difficulties 
and challenges.

Janet Buck summarized the concerns that the Planning Board would pass onto the 
Zoning Board. She said that backing out onto the street was not unusual in Watertown, 
especially East Watertown where she lived. However, the safety of pedestrians when 
backing out onto 
the street where there was no, or very little sidewalk was a concern to be shared with 
the Zoning Board. Other matters discussed included the removal of trees, although this 
was not addressed in the Zoning Code, the appropriateness of the sidewalk for 
pedestrians, and the need for a written DPW approval of the stormwater review. Staff 
confirmed that an initial review had been completed by DPW. 

Both Abigail Hammett and Rachael Sack agreed that it was important to balance the 
equation with recognizing the value of adding to the inventory of much-needed housing 
that the project would bring to this part of the city. 

Abigail Hammett suggested considering reconfiguration of the interior space to reduce 
the overhang. She also suggested that reducing the overhang and eliminating the 



sidewalk to add more plantings would be more in line with the entrances of buildings 
across the street.
Chair Buck said that while there were concerns over the proposed project, they did not 
represent grounds for recommending that the special permit be denied.  The members 
informally agreed that they would identify their major concerns in the Planning Board 
report and the need for housing in Watertown Square but make no overall 
recommendation. 

Two separate motions were made for each of the addresses.

Payson Whitney made a motion for 6 Church Hill St that the Planning Board express the 
following:  
1) Concern for pedestrian safety with traffic backing onto the street
 2) Concern for the extent of the tree removal on the site (many/all mature trees) 
3) Concern for the appropriateness of the proposed sidewalk –to reduce risks, consider 
elimination of that sidewalk along its frontage and replacement with plantings where 
appropriate 
4) Interest in obtaining confirmation from DPW that the project can meet stormwater 
requirements  
5) Interest in reducing the overhang with possible reconfiguration of the interior space to 
accommodate that. 
6)Support for additional housing, given that it was better than a no-action alternative 
7) Consideration of whether the new Watertown Square Zoning would yield other 
(better) opportunities. 
The motion was seconded by Abigail Hammett and approved unanimously 4-0 with 
Janet Buck, Payson Whitney, Abigail Hammett, and Rachael Sack voting in favor.  

Payson Whitney made the same motion for 12 Church Hill St, seconded by Rachael 
Sack and approved unanimously 4-0 with Janet Buck, Payson Whitney, Abigail 
Hammett, and Rachael Sack voting in favor. 

446, 458, 500, and 550 Arsenal St_Watertown Mall Transformation Project Phase 1 

A disclosure statement was made by Payson Whitney. He stated that he lived across 
the street from this location. Under the state ethics laws, he had a financial interest in it. 
This had been disclosed to the City and based on their determination, he was allowed to 
participate in this hearing.

Michele Lower, Vice President of Real Estate Development and Community Relations, 
at Alexandria Real Estate Equities, introduced the team members and gave a brief 
overview of the project. She said that the team consisted of the same members that 
were part of the Master Plan approved in November 2023. There were no major 
changes in the plans, just refinements. 



This Phase, the largest of the 5 phases would include 3 acres of publicly accessible 
open space, undergrounding of utilities, 373 new trees and have LEED Gold 
certification and goal to transition to all electric buildings. The petitioners had worked 
closely with the city and the community in this project, having had more than 9 public 
meetings.

Following the conclusion of her presentation which included photos of the master plan 
as well as existing conditions, she invited Stephanie Hsia from Reed Hilderbrand to go 
over site design. There were some refinements to the Master Plan, including 
advancements of the planting palette, adjustment of grading around the wetlands to 
minimize disturbance, saving of some more existing trees, adjustment of the location of 
the bus shelter to make it more visible and widening of the north-south shared use path 
from 8 ft to 10 feet. 

Also described by Stephanie Hsia were the three landscape typologies for the side—the 
Paseo, Plaza, and Park, including both existing and proposed conditions. The feature 
garden would take inspiration from the paintings of renowned Armenian American artist, 
Arshile Gorky, who spent some years of his life in Watertown. They were also planning 
to incorporate public art.

Describing the site accessibility to building entries, she said that there were drop-off 
zones close to the entries and several ADA-accessible parking spots.

Rich Hollworth, VHB, gave a brief overview of the site circulation patterns, parking plan, 
and fire access plan. He stated that no changes had been made since the previous 
proposal, just refinements of the design, complementing the refinements of the 
buildings, 
to make sure that these are lined up with the recently implemented improvements on 
Arsenal Street. He highlighted the new connections that would be enhanced because of 
this project. Grading and drainage plans were also highlighted in the presentation. 
Measures would be taken to protect the site during construction. Post construction effort 
would focus on enhancing the overall water quality. 

Payson Whitney asked if the new paving on Arsenal Street would be disturbed during 
construction. Staff confirmed that the changes would be minimized and restored. Rich 
Hollworth valued the comment and hoped to investigate it in more detail. 

Cathy Bell, NBBJ, discussed the two Office/Lab buildings, OL2 and OL3, stating that the 
designs were consistent with the approved Master Plan Special Permit and the 
Watertown Design Guidelines. Design details were presented, including material 
palette, massing, heights, and setbacks. Views were displayed, including views from 
Arsenal St, and aerial views. 

Kyle Coburn, Howeler + Yoon Architects, detailed the Amenity building A2, presenting 
the site plan, materiality, and perspectives from Arsenal St and the courtyard. 



Cathy Bell provided an overview of the resiliency and sustainability measures within the 
project, including EV parking, enhanced stormwater management system and 
bioretention areas. Following the conclusion of presentations by the team, Janet Buck 
opened the floor to public comments. 

Libby Shaw, 73 Templeton Parkway, also representing Trees for Watertown, expressed 
appreciation to ARE for their support in “greening this part of Watertown.”  She 
complimented their work for the city of Cambridge and valued their commitment to the 
long-term health and protection of trees on the site. 

Staff acknowledged receipt of the email received earlier that day, signed by 3 
individuals, requesting the Mall Project be put on hold till completion of the MEPA 
process.
After confirming that there were no hands raised for additional comments on Zoom, 
Janet Buck closed the public hearing and opened discussion to the Board.
Staff stated that they recommended approval of the Site Plan Review. They felt that the 
petitioners had submitted a phased approach in keeping with what was approved 
through the Site Plan Review Process. Staff would be happy to answer any related 
questions. 

Staff announced that the new alternate, Sarah Scott, would be voting on this petition in 
the absence of Jason Cohen.

Rachael Sack asked questions about traffic and parking tied to A2. Given that the 
building was for public use, she asked for more details on handicapped parking and 
accessibility. 
Rich Hollworth, VHB, explained that there was an accessible drop-off area. Explaining 
the rationale for prohibiting vehicular connections across the City of Cambridge 
Aqueduct, he said that besides the dedicated drop-off area, additional parking behind 
the Mall could be used to access A2. 

Abigail Hammett expressed her appreciation for the detailed presentation, noting that 
they had addressed many concerns brought up at the Community Meeting, especially 
the incorporation of views without trees in their presentation. She expressed concern 
that the A2 building seemed more an amenity than a retail building. Given that this was 
the first phase of a more mixed-use project where the other mix of uses were part of 
later phases, she stated that this building should be programmed to be more retail than 
amenity. 

Michele Lower acknowledged that that was a “fair comment” and attributed this to the 
fact that to date they had no tenants and did not know how the building would be used. 
She said that the intent was retail, and the architecture was designed to draw the public. 
The building was planned to have a full commercial kitchen to serve both tenants and 
the public. 



Abigail Hammett appreciated the building’s architecture, describing it as a signature 
piece. However, she noted that A2 faced the Office/Lab buildings and did not have an 
entrance from Arsenal Street, giving the impression that it primarily served them versus 
the public--The public would need to go around to find the entrance. The team was 
asked to consider putting an additional door facing the street to make the public feel 
more welcome. Sarah Scott supported the idea of adding a visible pedestrian entrance 
from Arsenal Street, emphasizing the importance of making the building inviting and 
accessible. She suggested placing an entrance on the southwest corner for easy 
access, particularly for those arriving by bus. She proposed reevaluating the placement 
of the blank service wall. Commending the project’s public amenities, she stressed the 
need for design elements that clearly welcomed the public to use the spaces. 

Abigail Hammett continued with other architectural comments related to OL3 and OL2. 
While she appreciated the “minimalism” and “simplicity” of the buildings, she stated that 
the facades needed more punctuation and the entries to the buildings provided 
opportunity for that. She also suggested making the back entry to OL3 stronger as it 
would be used more till other phases were completed. 

Echoing her comments, Payson Whitney noted that the architecturally interesting 
features of OL3 did not face Arsenal Street. It seemed like a “very massive white 
building”, and he had hoped to see some step-backs, especially with a 25-foot 
penthouse. Based on his calculations, it would be the tallest building on Arsenal Street 
and could benefit from improvements to the façade, particularly some step-backs or a 
curved edge on the corner. 
In response to his question about the length of the “temporary parking,” Michele Lower 
was unable to give a definite answer, saying that the development was driven by the 
market, and they did not have a client at this time. She could not give a start date for the 
project and said that a great deal of infrastructure work needed to be completed prior to 
its start. 

Janet Buck suggested setting back the top level to make a difference in the overall 
massing. She thanked them for the detailed presentation and expressed her excitement 
for the project. Noting the development on the campus across the street, she asked if 
they were planning to integrate public art and markers about history on this site as well. 
Michele Lower said that there would be an integrated process for this with the 
community and she looked forward to it.

Staff noted the condition that would address public art, stating that there would be no 
formal approval as it was private property, although the input of various committees 
would be part of the process. Stephanie Hsia listed the locations identified for public art. 
It was confirmed that the building facades would not have murals on them. 

Based on the Board’s concerns, staff clarified that public art would not have a branding 
component.  



In response to Sarah Scott’s concerns about the location of the bike parking, Stephanie 
Hsia said she was open to discussing this further. Staff provided input on this, hoping 
that the team would support flexibility in their consideration including looking at the 
context and other bike stand locations in the vicinity.

Staff clarified that this was a Site Plan Review, a by-right process. Once completed this 
Phase will be ready for a Building Permit. 

Payson Whitney suggested that based on comments received on the building 
architecture, the applicants consider seeking a continuance for the petition. Sarah Scott 
asked if the applicants could work with staff to consider an alternative location for the 
Blue Bike Station. 

Attorney Bill York agreed to continue the hearing to next month’s agenda.
Payson Whitney made a motion to continue the petition to November 13. The motion 
was seconded by Abigail Hammett and approved unanimously (5-0), with Janet Buck, 
Payson Whitney, Abigail Hammett, Sarah Scott and Rachael Sack voting in favor.  

1 Rosary Dr.

Attorney Ken Leitner, representing the petitioner, Stephen Corbett detailed the history of 
the site. He described the site characteristics stating that the Rosary Academy 
consisted of three attached buildings, two of which were still standing, a 25-unit 
affordable housing project, and a convent, 1 Rosary Drive, Unit 61. The former high 
school on this site had been converted into 11 residential buildings containing 59 units. 
Together, there were 13 buildings on a site of about 8.1 acres. The building under 
discussion was constructed in about 1964 for the nuns and remained in use until 2020. 
The petitioner’s father, a local attorney, had received a special permit for the 59 units 
then located in the T-Zone. In addition, they had filed for a use variance that resulted in 
the current 25-unit affordable housing project and daycare on the first floor. When the 
zoning classification of this property was changed after 1987, from T-Zone to Cluster 
Residential, all ratios became non-conforming. Any attempt to improve the site now 
would result in a variance. For more than a year, the petitioner had wrestled with staff to 
find an appropriate use for unit 61 or 1 Rosary Drive. The property had been on the 
market since 2020. The petitioner planned to construct the three new buildings within 
the existing footprint. They had met with the owners and trustees to keep them 
informed. 

Commenting on the Staff Report which recommended denial of the petition as all the 
rations were non-conforming, Attorney Leitner said that the proposed project would 
reduce the extent of the non-conformities, having less lot coverage, more open space, 
and greater setbacks than the existing. There was also a decrease in lot area per 
dwelling.



Attorney Leitner provided a rationale for the relief sought, stating that it was part of a 
residential community, part of a special permit, and a variance. He said that it satisfied 
the criteria for a variance, given the topography, unique structure, and limited parking. It 
was a financial hardship given that it had been on the market since 2020. He said that 
the project 

met the criteria for the special permit as well. The petitioners had also filed relief as a 
special permit finding if considered as part of a single lot. 

Concluding his presentation, Attorney Leitner introduced other members of the team 
and described the fire access plans that were in the process of being finalized. He also 
stated that the project was well supported by the community
Ron Bourque, project architect, detailed the project plans. Civil engineer Fergal 
Brennock went over the site plans stating that there would be no change in topography, 
minimal impact on services and removal of only one tree.

Following the conclusion of the presentations, Janet Buck opened the meeting to 
comments from the public. 

Geri Blitzman, 2C Locust Lane, original owner for 36 years, found it upsetting to have 
the property abandoned for 4 years and felt the need to resolve this expeditiously. The 
property had multi-uses and parking was challenging. She said that the community 
living there was in favor of the proposed project. This was evident in the number of 
individuals who had come to this meeting. 

Toby Reed said she had lived on Angela Lane since 2016. She had been a trustee for 3 
years. Parking had been a challenge on this site and residents had noted other people 
illegally parking in their spots. They liked the proposed plans because it would not 
exacerbate the parking issues, given that all five units had a garage with one space, 
and 1-2 additional spaces next to their unit. The building designs were compatible with 
the other townhouses and the landscape plans would increase the open space.  If not 
developed the vacant building would be a concern. Based on the presentation by Ken 
Leitner, she wondered about the options available for the building. It seemed that no 
building could meet the current Zoning. Also, any reuse would worsen the parking 
situation. She said that 32% of Siena Village was low-income housing and they all got 
along well. Their concerns were primarily about traffic and parking, and they hoped that 
they would continue to be the community they were. 

Catherine Cote, 32 Angela Lane, and original owner said that this was a very special 
place. The building under discussion was not very attractive, had deteriorated over time, 
creating some urgency for the sale and redevelopment of the site. It would give them 
more open space and not worsen the parking concerns.

Angelo Defrancesco, 4 Locus Lane, was a resident since 2006 and a trustee since 
2007.  He considered this “the first viable project in the last 5 years.” He said that it 
conformed with the spirit of a Cluster Residential district, had a favorable ratio of green 



space to building space, would provide much needed housing in the city, and had 
unanimous public support from the people most impacted by the outcome. He 
appreciated the developer’s willingness to listen to feedback, and adapt to suggestions, 
further giving them confidence in the project. 

Janet Buck closed the public hearing after confirming that there were no more hands 
raised on Zoom.

Steve Corbett, 14 Irving Park, petitioner made some closing remarks. He said he was 
disappointed by the Planning Board’s recommendation to deny the petition. So far, his 
proposed plans have been embraced by the neighborhood, and were consistent with 
the City’s goals. It would contribute to the tax base. He said that this was a unique lot 
containing over 8 acres of land, a perimeter of more than half a mile and a grade 
elevation that varied more than 28 feet. All the buildings on this lot were governed by a 
master deed that required a super majority vote to modify. The convent was the last 
piece in the redevelopment of the former Rosary Academy. He discussed the zoning 
history of the city as it was rezoned from the T Zone to Cluster Residential rendering it 
non-compliant with respect to density, setbacks, lot and impervious coverage and open 
space and making redevelopment of the convent impossible without zoning relief. The 
overwhelming support of the community to redevelop the site based on the proposed 
plans was unique, as this was rarely seen in most development proposals. He 
concluded his presentation by providing the rationale for granting the relief requested.

Janet Buck clarified that the Zoning Board of Appeals was the permit-granting authority 
for this petition and the Planning Board would make a recommendation. 

Janet Buck said that this was a difficult situation. She felt that the use was appropriate 
and had the support of the neighbors. Any attempt to demolish the building or reuse it 
would exacerbate the parking issues on the site. She felt that there was “good reason to 
grant” what they were asking for and invited other members to deliberate. 

Staff summarized the Staff Report stating the expectations from the Planning Board. It 
was hoped that the Board would discuss the permissible ways to permit the project and 
whether the variance standards were met by the petitioner. Staff also corrected the 
statement made by the Petitioners counsel that there were no offers for the property. It 
was more accurate to say that the offer(s) made had not met the expectations of the 
community.

Based on Sarah Scott’s suggestion to rezone this area, staff said that it was the 
Planning Board and/or City Council that could institute that change, not the Zoning 
Board. Staff 
confirmed that the Planning Board could move forward with a Zoning Amendment. 
Community or property owners could request that as well. After discussing possible 
zoning options staff agreed that the only zone that could meet the intent of what is there 
today was R.75. 



Payson Whitney listed the boxes the project checked—it would provide much-needed 
housing and be compatible with the character of the community. However, “process was 
getting in the way of substance.”. The Board suggested that the petitioner could 
instigate a zoning change for the parcel, which might be favorable as it was zoned 
contiguous to R.075

Rachael Sack suggested providing more information and analysis to meet the standards 
for a variance. A lot of what was discussed verbally this evening had not been 
incorporated in the application and it would be to the benefit of the petitioner to provide 
a better case for meeting the variance standards. 

Also needed was a letter of approval for the redevelopment from the trustees.  

Janet Buck suggested how the standards for the variance could be applied and 
strengthened in the case of this petition. Reuse of this property would be a substantial 
hardship as it would increase the parking problems.  The building had a religious use 
with limited parking which would not be a feasible situation to reproduce. Also, the 
sisters were waiting for the proceeds from the sale of this property. Payson Whitney 
also suggested making clear the nature of the permit requested (whether special permit, 
special permit finding etc.)

Abigail Hammett also suggested that seeking the zoning change with support from the 
Condo Board would strengthen their case before the ZBA more so than if it were 
sponsored by the petitioner on their own. Payson Whitney said that letters of support 
from the trustees along with comment letters from the residents would be additionally 
helpful. 

Members discussed the wording of the motion, with Sarah Scott providing the final 
language as follows: 1) the proposed project is a good use of the site; 2) the current 
application does not sufficiently make the argument for the proposal 3)  based on the 
public hearing testimony, the Planning Board is of the opinion that should the 
application be strengthened and revised, that there could be a favorable outcome for 
the immediate neighborhood and community at large and 4) if the Petitioner is unable to 
provide such a basis, the Petitioner should consider seeking a rezoning of the property 
to R.75. The motion 
was seconded by Payson Whitney and passed unanimously (5-0), with Janet Buck, 
Payson Whitney, Abigail Hammett, Sarah Scott and Rachael Sack voting in favor.  
  

The motion to adjourn was made by Payson Whitney seconded by Janet Buck (5-0).

MEETING ADJOURNED: 11:13 PM



MINUTES APPROVED: ________________________


