
 FAQs 
 Zoning Redesign  :  A once-in-a-generation opportunity 
 to reshape Newton into a more inclusive & sustainable city 

 Why is this happening now? 

 The effort to redesign  our zoning ordinance began  a decade ago, with the work of the Zoning 
 Reform Group (see the Planning Department’s Dec. 2020 presentation:  video  ,  slides  ,  transcript  ). 
 There was widespread agreement that the existing ordinance was difficult for anyone—whether 
 homeowner, developer, or neighbor—to understand or administer, and had not resulted in the best 
 outcomes for the community. 

 The first draft  of the totally-rewritten ordinance came out in October 2018. The City Council’s 
 Zoning and Planning Committee (ZAP) suspended their review of the draft in March 2019, because 
 so many other things were going on, and restarted in January 2020. So far they have focused on 
 Article 3—Residence Districts  . In August the Planning Department issued a new draft of that article. 

 But Zoning Redesign  is also right for this particular  moment, defined by COVID-19 and Black Lives 
 Matter. More Americans than ever before see the connection between exclusionary housing policies 
 like single-family-only zoning and racial inequity of every sort—in housing, education, income, 
 wealth, health, employment, and criminal justice. 

 ●  As many more people  now understand,  exclusionary zoning  is segregation  . It is the 
 epitome of systemic racism. With Zoning Redesign, we can disrupt “historic patterns of 
 segregation, promote fair housing choice, and foster inclusive communities that are free 
 from discrimination.”  1  In 2020, 52 years after the Fair Housing Act was passed, this work 
 should have already been done. 

 What are the City’s goals for Zoning Redesign? 

 ZAP believes  our new zoning ordinance should:  2 

 ●  Facilitate  an increase and diversity of housing opportunities  citywide 

 ●  Promote  economic and environmental sustainability 

 ●  Ensure  that new development and renovations respect  the physical character and scale of 
 existing neighborhoods and align with adopted visions 

 The new ordinance  is intended to set better, more  understandable limits, with rules to facilitate 
 renovations and additions to existing homes, discourage tear-downs and out-of-scale development, 
 and enable the creation and fair distribution of a whole range of smaller, more affordable, more 
 energy-efficient homes throughout the city. What’s allowed and not allowed should be clear and 
 consistent, and in keeping with the City’s larger goals. 

 ●  Remember  :  Whatever seems wrong  about what you see happening now—e.g., modest, 
 relatively affordable homes torn down and replaced with very large, expensive houses—  is a 
 product of our current zoning ordinance  , and what it does and does not allow. 

 2  See  8/7/20 Planning Department memo  . 

 1  See  AFFH Fact Sheet: The Duty to Affirmatively Further  Fair Housing  . 
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 What is the current proposal? 

 The proposed  new zoning ordinance consists of 12 articles plus a  map  showing the layout of the 
 various zoning districts, i.e., what can be built where. As noted,  Article 3—Residence Districts  is 
 what’s on the table as of December 2020. 

 The five residential districts  are labeled R1, R2,  R3, R4, and N (Neighborhood General). Many of 
 the changes proposed for residential districts are meant to encourage renovation, deter tear-downs, 
 and ensure that new or renovated homes fit into the neighborhood. The broader changes—the ones 
 meant to  increase  our supply of homes,  expand  our  housing choices, and  reduce  our carbon 
 emissions—are: 

 ●  Allow  2-family homes “by right” on any lot, in every  residence district, if the two homes 
 combined meet the same dimensional standards as single-family homes in that district. 

 ●  Allow  existing single-family homes to be converted  into multiple units by right in all 
 residential districts, with a minimum average unit size of 1200 square feet in most cases. 
 Most eligible homes could only be turned into two units  . 

 ●  Eliminate  minimum parking requirements for single-  and 2-family homes. 

 ●  Allow  lots in any district to be subdivided, within  minimum frontage requirements. Rear lots 
 might still require a special permit. 

 ●  Allow  more small-scale, “  missing middle  ” multifamily  homes (3-family in R3, 4- to 8-family in 
 R4, Small Multi-Use Building in N). 

 ●  Create  an additional, simpler “special permit lite”  process whereby the Planning Board or 
 another City body would approve projects that clearly meet community goals but need extra 
 review or adjustments. Currently, only the City Council can grant a special permit. 

 ●  Simplify  and streamline permitting and review: Allow  more projects by right, and some by 
 the new “special permit lite” process. 

 Yet to be hammered out  : 

 ●  The proposed  new  Village Districts  (Article 4), where  the densest housing would be allowed, 
 as well as buildings with a mix of housing and commercial uses. See  Village Centers  . 

 ●  The map  —the layout and boundaries of the districts. 

 ○  Right now  , much of the land within walking distance  of transit and amenities (shops, 
 restaurants, services), especially along the Green Line, has some of the most 
 exclusive zoning (R1, R2). 

 ○  Reconfiguring  the map to allow more people to live  closer to transportation and 
 amenities would bring new vitality to the villages and encourage walking and biking 
 over driving. 

 ●  What specifically  to allow by right, what by special  permit, what by “special permit lite.” 

 ○  For ease  of use and  greater predictability  —for homeowners,  neighbors, and 
 developers alike—and to increase the chances we’ll meet our ambitious housing and 
 environmental goals, the ordinance should  allow as much as possible by right  . 
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 Special permits add delay, uncertainty, and significant cost to a project, even a small 
 one, which can be prohibitive. We should make it simple to build what we need! 

 ■  The  Newton Housing Partnership  focuses attention on this in their  8/26/20 
 letter  . They recommend, for example, allowing detached (not just internal) 
 accessory apartments  by right. 

 For Engine 6’s recommendations for Zoning Redesign and some general considerations, see our 
 4/24/20 email  to the committee. 

 Will Zoning Redesign create housing that’s actually affordable? 

 With Zoning Redesign  we create new capacity. We  make  it possible  to build more homes in more 
 places, more equitably—throughout the city. By making it easier to build smaller, lower-cost, more 
 efficient multifamily homes, we generate housing opportunities and options that currently don’t 
 exist, some of which will naturally be more affordable than what we have now. 

 ●  You may have  heard the claim that allowing 2-families  where now only single-families are 
 allowed would simply generate twice as many expensive homes. Relatively speaking, this is 
 partly true: As long as demand far outstrips supply, those 2-families will be pricey—and yet 
 still less expensive than new single-families would have been on the same lots. 

 ○  A 2019 Brookings report  —  "Gentle" density can save our neighborhoods  —makes 
 the case in clear and simple terms: Where land is expensive, building more homes 
 per parcel increases not only affordability, but also retail vitality, economic 
 opportunity, and environmental sustainability. 

 Increasing overall  supply is a big part of the affordability  equation. It’s a  necessary  step—but  not 
 sufficient  to create housing permanently affordable  to people with low to moderate incomes (below 
 80% of the area median). In a mature metropolitan suburb like ours, where strong demand keeps 
 land and construction costs high, other kinds of policies are also needed:  inclusionary zoning  , public 
 subsidy of various kinds, state-level affordable-housing production incentives (  Chapter 40B  ,  Chapter 
 40R  ), public-private partnerships, etc. 

 Newton already  has (or has access to) these things.  When we update our zoning and permitting 
 rules, and more projects become possible, we should be able to take full advantage of them. 

 ●  Think of  Zoning Redesign as creating a  more generous  and flexible frame  for building the 
 inclusive, sustainable city we want. It is a  first  step  toward relieving our housing shortage 
 and meeting our affordable housing needs. It’s  not  the last  . 

 ●  For more  on zoning and affordability, see our  8/28/20  update  . For even more, see MHP’s 
 Housing Toolbox  , which includes a section on zoning  and land use. 

 How can Zoning Redesign help reduce carbon pollution? 

 Here are two basic ways  the new ordinance could promote a cleaner environment. 

 ●  Less driving  . Allowing more homes, especially multifamily,  within walking distance of transit 
 and amenities enables residents of those homes to walk instead of drive for at least some of 
 their errands. 
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 ○  Read  (or see video of) the October 2020 Boston Indicators report,  Zoned Out: Why 
 Massachusetts Needs to Legalize Apartments Near Transit  . See the presentation to 
 the Charles River Regional Chamber  here  . 

 ○  Consider this  : Just building more homes here, in transit-rich, inner-suburb 
 Newton—as opposed to farther west, say, in Wayland or Framingham—would have a 
 positive effect. See  Location Efficiency and Housing Type  (EPA web page). 

 ●  Smaller homes  = smaller carbon footprint. Smaller homes, especially multifamily, use less 
 energy per square foot per person than large single-family houses. What if instead of one 
 5,000-square-foot house for one family, a developer could choose to create 2 units of 2,500 
 sf (or even 3 units of 1,000–2,000 sf) in a building the same size? 

 ○  Allowing  even smaller units than the draft ordinance  currently specifies for 
 multi-unit conversions and larger multifamily buildings would make each unit that 
 much more planet-friendly. 

 ■  The “residential unit factor” for these housing types—the allowed average 
 square footage per unit—is 1,200 (or 900 if they meet extra affordability or 
 sustainability standards). We could go smaller: 1,000 or even 900 sf, say, for 
 the base unit factor, and perhaps 700 or 800 sf, if the units meet higher 
 standards for affordability, sustainability, physical accessibility, etc. 

 ○  Allowing  the full range of  “missing middle” multifamily homes  , depending on 
 location, would naturally allow for a more organic mix of housing options, including 
 smaller, more efficient homes. The current draft only allows certain specific sizes of 
 multifamily buildings. 

 How will the zoning changes impact City services and infrastructure? 

 In a largely built-out  city like ours, most development is redevelopment and can only happen when 
 property changes hands. The development made possible by the new zoning ordinance will take 
 place over years and decades. Newton will not change overnight.  There will be time to plan, adjust, 
 and adapt  . 

 Consider this  : Newton’s population peaked in 1960, at 92,384, then declined to 82,585 by 1990. It’s 
 grown since then, slowly—30+ years later, we’re back up to 88,000.  We can still make plenty of room 
 for more neighbors, without burdening those who live here already  —especially if our zoning allows 
 for smaller homes that use land more efficiently and don’t require owning a car. 

 ●  We will always want to welcome new neighbors  , no matter their income, race, or other 
 life circumstance. We will always want to lighten our burden on the environment. We will 
 always be looking for ways to ensure Newton is alive and well for future generations. 

 The Bottom Line 

 As a community,  Newton understands that planning for a more inclusive and sustainable future is 
 urgent  and  necessary  , and entirely in keeping with the advice and priorities expressed in recent 
 Newton reports on housing, the economy, transportation, and climate change.  3  Zoning Redesign is 
 how we say yes to Newton’s future  , and build a modern community that lives up to our values. 

 3  Housing Strategy  (2016),  Economic Development Strategy  (2019),  Transportation Strategy  (2017),  Climate 
 Action Plan  (2019) 
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