
HOUSING COMMITTEE 

 

COMMITTEE MEETING 

~ MINUTES ~ 

 Wednesday, March 8, 2023 3:00 PM Sullivan Chamber 

City of Cambridge Page 1   

 The Housing Committee will hold a public meeting to continue the recessed meeting from February 

8, 2023 to continue discussing potential amendments to the Affordable Housing Overlay district as 

outlined in the November 21, 2022 policy order adopted by the City Council 

Attendee Name Present Absent Late Arrived 
E. Denise Simmons     
Burhan Azeem Remote    
Dennis J. Carlone     
Alanna Mallon     
Marc C. McGovern     

 
  

 
A public meeting of the Cambridge City Council’s Housing Committee was held on Wednesday, 
March 8, 2023. The meeting was Called to Order at 3:00 p.m. by the Chair, Councillor Simmons. 
Pursuant to Chapter 20 of the Acts of 2022 adopted by Massachusetts General Assembly and 
approved by the Governor, this public meeting was hybrid, allowing participation in person, in 
the Sullivan Chamber, 2nd Floor, City Hall, 795 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, MA and by 
remote participation via zoom. 
 
At the request of the Chair, Deputy City Clerk Crane called the roll. 

Councillor Simmons – Present/Remote 

Councillor Azeem – Present/Remote 

Councillor Carlone – Present/In Sullivan 

Vice Mayor Mallon – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 

Councillor McGovern – Present/In Sullivan Chamber 

Present – 5, Absent – 0. Quorum established. 

 

Councillor Simmons began by noting that the Call of the Meeting was to continue the recessed 
meeting from February 8, 2023 to continue discussing potential amendments to the Affordable 
Housing Overlay district as outlines in the November 21, 2022 Policy Order (Attachment A) 
adopted by the City Council. She offered opening remarks (Attachment B) sharing that the 
amendments are intended to enhance the overlay and make it a more effective tool for easing the 
path to construction of the City’s more affordable housing units. She noted that she would start 
discussion with Councillors Azeem, McGovern, and Zondervan, who gave a presentation 
(Attachment C) at the previous meeting around the proposed amendments and then would open 
discussion to other Committee members, Councillors, and City staff. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Azeem who offered comments around 
the proposed amendments and noted that affordable housing is the number one issue in the City 
and the issue that most people are concerned about. He shared that the proposed amendments 
would allow the opportunity to focus on corridors and how to add height and density. 
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The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor McGovern who shared that there are 
three main numbers to focus on when talking about affordable housing in Cambridge, which 
includes the 20,000 people on the Cambridge Housing Authority waiting list, the 7,000-8,000 of 
those people on the waiting list who have a connection to Cambridge, and the 12,500 
recommended housing units needed by 2030. Councillor McGovern stressed the importance of 
allowing more height and density in buildings if the City wants to come close to reaching the 
need and goal of providing more housing units. He noted that if the City allows for buildings to 
be taller and take up less space on a lot, it would provide more opportunity for open and green 
space. Councillor McGovern shared that there has been substituted language around open space 
in proposed amendments that offer flexibility to affordable housing developers.  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Zondervan who reviewed substituted 
language around open space (Attachment D) in the proposed amendments and noted that the 
language has been worked out with the affordable housing developers who are in favor of the 
specific language. Councillor Zondervan also noted that this substituted language is being 
brought forward in the Housing Committee, but does not plan to take action on it until the 
proposed amendments reach the Ordinance Committee. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Carlone who shared his concerns around 
zoning changes and the proposed amendments, which will be discussed further at the March 22 
Neighborhood and Long-Term Planning, Public Facilities, Arts & Celebrations Committee 
meeting. Councillor Carlone had a clarifying question for Jeff Roberts, Director of Zoning and 
Development, Cambridge Community Development Department (CDD), around the proposed 
amendments and if the Planning Borad has submitted a memo on this petition. Jeff Roberts was 
available to respond and noted that there has been no report done by the Planning Board at this 
time because it is under discussion by the Committee and has not been referred to the Planning 
Board for a public hearing as a zoning petition. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor McGovern who shared insight as to why 
the proposed amendments have not been referred to the Planning Board. Councillor Simmons 
offered comments around it as well.  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Vice Mayor Mallon who noted she was glad that 
they were in Committee today discussing the proposed amendments. Vice Mayor Mallon had a 
clarifying question around the zoning language in the proposed amendments. She noted that 
there is no differentiation between major corridors and smaller corridors in the proposed zoning, 
and in the original affordable housing overlay (AHO) conversation there was a differentiation, 
where the Council discussed specific setbacks that need to be on the smaller corridors, and 
questioned if having no differentiation was intentional. Councillor Azeem noted that in the 
proposal the petitioners only wanted to focus on the high-density areas and kept base zoning in 
as much as possible. Councillor Zondervan shared that the step back provisions in the AHO 
would remain in effect even though the corridor project can have taller height and more density, 
and still be subject to the existing step back provisions. Vice Mayor Mallon had additional 
clarifying questions around the listed streets and zoning in the proposed amendments to which 
Jeff Roberts, Councillor Zondervan, and Councillor Azeem made themselves available to 
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respond. Vice Mayor Mallon shared that she looks forward to having more discussions on the 
AHO in the Neighborhood and Long-Term Planning, Public Facilities, Arts & Celebrations 
Committee meeting on March 22. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Carlone who offered comments around 
the proposed amendments and noted that it is important for the City to start buying land, which is 
something the Transfer Fee, if approved through the Enabling Act, could go towards. Councillor 
Carlone shared that if land is available and needs certain amenities in neighborhoods, such as 
open space, future schools, and universal pre-k, that is something that can be planned for. 
 
Th Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Mayor Siddiqui who offered comments around the 
funding of high-rise projects, and what type of focus is on renovating existing buildings in 
Cambridge, she noted it would be helpful to understand what would go in to building more high-
rise affordable housing. The Mayor shared that she would like hear feedback from staff from the 
Cambridge Housing Authority (CHA).  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Nolan who noted that she would like to 
have a better understanding of the cost and price issue, specifically around the individual cost 
and how that plays a role in affordability moving forward. Councillor Nolan also had a clarifying 
question regarding these amendments will affect key elements of the AHO geographic diversity 
of affordable housing units across the City.  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Zondervan who shared comments around 
some of the clarifying questions and comments that were shared by previous Councillors. He 
agreed that it would be beneficial to have affordable housing developers present at the next 
meeting to be available to answer questions directly. Councillor Zondervan noted that in 
previous discussions with CHA they have shared that they are focused on renovating and 
expanding existing properties. In response to the cost per unit, he noted that the taller the 
building is, the lower the per unit cost will be. Councillor Zondervan agreed with comments 
made by Councillor Carlone around the importance of the City focusing on purchasing more 
land. He shared that to reach the goals that the proposed amendments are referring to would 
require affordable housing developers to have a feasible financial project to purchase the land 
with assistance from the City and build affordable housing.  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons, asked members of the Committee and Councillors for any 
additional comments or questions they have so at a future Housing Committee meeting they can 
be addressed by the appropriate staff and organizations.  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Carlone who responded to Councillor 
Zondervan’s comments about costs and purchasing or leasing land for developers.  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Vice Mayor Mallon who stressed the importance 
that all Committee members are on the same page. The Vice Mayor noted that some Committee 
members have more information and knowledge around what is needed, and that information 
should be shared with everyone on the Committee in order to make the right decisions moving 
forward. 
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The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized the Petitioners, Councillor Zondervan, Councillor 
Azeem, and Councillor McGovern who responded to comments made by Councillor Carlone and 
Vice Mayor Mallon regarding heights of buildings, costs, and open space. Councillor McGovern 
shared that he understands why some Councillors are feeling frustrated that most of the Council 
was not involved in planning discussions, noting that only four Councillors could participate in 
planning. He shared he appreciated the questions that have been brought forward to the 
Petitioners, and any additional questions Councillors have can be sent to the Petitioners to ensure 
that they are answered and researched. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons offered comments around the discussion during the Housing 
meeting, sharing that the Council needs to be proactive as opposed to reactive. She shared the 
importance that any questions Committee members may have should be sent to the Deputy City 
Clerk for the record to get them on the floor at the next Housing meeting.  
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Carlone who shared he had additional 
questions for the Committee. Councillor Carlone submitted the following questions to the 
Deputy City Clerk and Clerk of Committees to be added to the record: 

1. What is the justification or documented developers’ need for 13-25 story building 
heights?  

2. What is the City’s current total available financing for Affordable Housing from all 
sources? 

3. How is a developer paid for developing Affordable Housing? (ie Base Fee + fee per 
unit?) 

4. What is the average cost per unit of affordable housing, and the range among 
projects? 

5. Are mixed-use projects eligible for the AHO? (For example, Rindge Commons, a 
40B) 

6. What is the status of the Walden 2 project? (Developer has paused activity for a year) 
7. Should the AHO revision include a provision for flood zones, where if you have to 

raise the bottom floor by 5ft due to flood regulations, you can extend the upper limit 
of the building by the same amount? (Would help New Street) 

 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Vice Mayor Mallon who noted that she would like to 
try creative solutions to remove barriers through zoning and to add units to affordable housing 
sites. The Vice Mayor offered the example of New Street and having the possibility to 
potentially adding something to the zoning that would be able to add an additional five feet to the 
building to rise above the flood zoning. Vice Mayor Mallon questioned what other zoning 
flexibility the city would be able to write into the proposed amendments to encourage more units 
to make sure that the City is removing barriers through zoning. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Zondervan who shared that he would like 
Jeff Roberts to respond to the comment around flood zoning, noting that the flood zone heights 
through the climate resilience zoning were recently passed. Jeff Roberts was available to 
respond, noting that if the ground story of the building is raised above grade to provide flood 
resilience, the height of the building can be increased by the balancing amount. Councillor 
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Zondervan had a clarifying question for Jeff Roberts and Chris Cotter, Housing Director for 
CDD, around mixed-use affordable housing buildings and if they would take advantage of the 
AHO or not because it is not just housing. Chris Cotter shared that they have not looked into the 
development in the context of the overlay, but it is a good questions and something that CDD can 
look more into. Jeff Roberts offered a response as well and noted that current provisions would 
allow some limited amount of nonresidential use in the building. Councillor Zondervan thanked 
Chris Cotter and Jeff Roberts and shared that a more detailed answer for future meetings would 
be very helpful. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Carlone who shared concerns around the 
Walden Square project and the status of it. Mayor Siddiqui was available to provide an update on 
the status with developers, and shared why the project has been stalled. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons offered closing remarks. She noted that the Housing Committee 
will include affordable housing development staff at the next meeting and have CDD answer 
questions that were brought forward on the floor or come up in the future before the next 
meeting. 
 
The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Councillor Carlone who gave a brief overview on 
what he plans to discuss at the March 22 Neighborhood and Long-Term Planning, Public 
Facilities, Arts & Celebrations Committee meeting.  
 

The Chair, Councillor Simmons recognized Vice Mayor Mallon who made a motion to 

adjourn the meeting. 

Deputy City Clerk Crane called the role. 

Councillor Simmons – Yes 

Councillor Azeem – Yes 

Councillor Carlone – Yes 

Vice Mayor Mallon – Yes 

Councillor McGovern – Yes 

Yes – 5, No – 0. Meeting adjourned. 

 

Attachment A – Councillor Simmons Opening Remarks 

Attachment B – Policy Order #2022 - 306 

Attachment C – Presentation titled “Affordable Housing Overlay Amendments: 

Presentation to the Housing Committee” 

Attachment D – Proposed amendments to open space 

 

The City Clerk’s Office received one written communication, Attactmanet E 

 

Clerk’s Note: The City of Cambridge/22 City View records every City Council meeting and 
every City Council Committee meeting.  This is a permanent record.  
 
The video for this meeting can be viewed at:  
https://cambridgema.granicus.com/player/clip/466?view_id=1&redirect=true&h=51ab97c806a4
89a2920fa016c16fabe4 
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Amendments to the Affordable Housing Overlay. 

 A communication was received from Councillor Marc McGovern, transmitting the AHO 

amendments for the Housing Committee meeting. 
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