
Thank you for the opportunity to present my research. My name is Amy Dain. 
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I would like to start by thanking the seven organizations that have supported my research –

I am especially grateful to Larry Field of the Smart Growth Alliance for his help with every 
aspect of the project. 
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I’m here to talk about zoning and planning for MF housing in Greater Boston
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What is zoning? Zoning is a plan for managing growth in a municipality. 

It addresses the questions: What can be built where, and how do we make decisions about 
allowing specific projects. 
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People say that there is no binding regional plan for growth in Greater Boston, because 
zoning is controlled at the local level.

Not by the state and not by a regional authority. 

This is basically true. 
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But there is a binding de-facto plan for growth in Greater Boston, for the whole region. It is 
just remarkably complicated and inaccessible. 

The binding plan is the aggregation of all of the zoning bylaws and ordinances, for all of the 
cities and towns. 

…

Imagine printing out the zoning bylaws and ordinances for all of the cities and towns. 
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The bylaws and ordinances are typically one hundred to three hundred pages long. They 
look like this. 
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Then print out the local master plans and housing production plans and town center plans. 

Put it all in binders, and put them on the shelf. 
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On the shelf is the region’s actual, current plan for growth. 

On the shelf -- are the answers to these questions for Greater Boston: Where can multi-
family housing be built in Greater Boston? How do we make decisions about multi-family 
projects in Greater Boston?

Open the binders to find the answers. 
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But why would anybody ever want to do that? 

Who wants to look at thousands and thousands of pages like this? 
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We do. Because zoning poses one of Greater Boston’s greatest policy challenges. Economic 
growth has been showing our region’s zoning and planning to be inadequate. 

To deal with house prices and traffic, we need to deal with zoning. We need to look in the 
binders, at the plan as a whole. It is hard to change something you do not understand. 

Today we are opening the binders. 
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Today I am presenting findings from a report that is a broad assessment of the state of local 
zoning and local planning for multi-family housing in 100 cities and towns of Greater 
Boston, not including Boston itself. 
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Here are the cities and towns in the study. 
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For the research, I scrolled through the zoning bylaws and ordinances for all 100 cities and 
towns. I didn’t actually print them all out. I looked at… 

I also reviewed the plans in the 75 municipalities that have created them since 2007. 
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And I have boiled it down to four takeaways. 
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Plus another 20 or 50.

This won’t be painful. 

16



Here are the topics of the four findings. 
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Before I delve in, I wanted to mention that I have been visiting the cities and towns on the 
weekends. I have made it to 75 of them in the last two years. The photos here are from my 
tour. 
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Also before I begin, let me plant this scale in your mind. It is estimated that we need 
hundreds of thousands of dwelling units in Greater Boston to meet demand. 
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So, my first finding. 

One: Very little land is zoned for multi-family housing. 
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In theory, land area is not a critical constraint. 

We can build up to meet demand, instead of out. 
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In practice, municipalities highly restrict density. 

For example with requirements related to setbacks, height, and dwelling units per acre. 

It isn’t that these regulations are bad. It is good when a building fits in its context. 

But… 
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In Boston’s suburbs, it is hard to build UP or OUT. 
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The first question I asked in my survey: Is multi-family housing allowed anywhere in the 
municipality? 

Or, stated another way: Is there zoning on the books for it? 
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The only municipality out of 100 with no provisions at all for multi-family housing – where 
multi-family housing is outright prohibited – is Nahant. 

On the map, Nahant even looks like an outlier. 

A few other municipalities have provisions on the books for multi-family housing but in 
effect prohibit it completely, for example, Dover. Dover’s multi-family bylaw is very 
restrictive and has never been used. 
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Another question from the survey: Is multi-family housing allowed at a density of 4 units 
per acre. Or, at least, are there provisions on the books for it? 

Maybe this front yard in Dover is an acre, or a little less. An acre is a bit less than a football 
field. Four houses to the acre is a comfortable density for single family houses with yards. 

Six municipalities explicitly do not allow multi-family housing at that density. 

Other municipalities might belong to this category, for example, if their district for denser 
multi-family housing has already been built out to the capacity allowed. So, in practice the 
list is longer, but the list on the slide represents a strict interpretation of the rules. 
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I also asked if the municipality allows multi-family housing at a density of 12 units per acre. 
More than 20 municipalities do not allow multi-family housing at that density – they have 
no provisions on the books for it. Again, other places might in practice belong on the list 
because they have provisions on the books that aren’t actually buildable, for various 
reasons. 
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As an example of low-density zoning, Southborough’s provisions for multi-family housing 
for the elderly, include this: “No developments shall exceed three units per acre and six 
bedrooms per acre.” Six bedrooms on a football field is low density housing. 
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Those thresholds, 4 or 12 units per acre, as metrics, perhaps put too much emphasis on 
places like Dover and Carlisle, Norwell and Hanover, that lack some of the infrastructure 
that other municipalities have to support growth. 

The reality is that no municipality out of the 100 is right now allowing as much multi-family 
housing to be built as the market demands. 
Denser municipalities are over-restricting housing development as well. 
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Gloucester’s 2017 Housing Production Plan explains: “The zoning ordinance appears to 
encourage multi-family projects. The dimensional requirements, however, do not support 
future development.”
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40B is a state law that enables developers, under certain circumstances, to build housing 
that is not allowed in the local zoning.
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This one is a long quote. But I want to share the whole thing, because the sentiment is 
expressed in plan after plan. It gets to the heart of the challenge. 

…

Most of the region’s land area is existing residential districts. Politically, this is the hardest 
place to allow new multi-family housing. 
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This brings us to the question, for a region that is largely developed, and largely developed 
residential. Where should we put multi-family housing? 
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Here is my interpretation of the plans and zoning codes, in aggregate:  

Note, this is my interpretation of the plans. 

I will loop back to this further in the presentation. 
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To conclude part 1, here is the takeaway. 
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Finding number 2. We are moving to a system of project-by-project decision-making. 
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And away from mapped districts for multi-family housing. 

Here is Lexington’s zoning map, as an example. The yellow and peach are single family 
districts. The red ones are commercial districts. There is a strip over there in dark yellow –
the two family district. 

In 2013, Lexington voted to take multi-family housing off the map and handle it through 
something called floating zoning. The multi-family district floats over the entire town. The 
multi-family district is not mapped, but Town Meeting can pin it down to parcels, by 
approving projects. 
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Here is an example. This project got deliberated at two town meetings. It got approved. 30 
units in Lexington Town Center. It now has a bike store café. 
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Across the region, town meetings and city councils are deliberating about more projects. 
They are doing this through three mechanisms. 

First, with floating zoning, like in Lexington. I found provisions for floating zoning in 18 of 
100 municipalities, such as Lexington, Lincoln, and Sherborn. 

Second, City Councils are often designated as the authority for granting special permits for 
multi-family projects. For example, Newton, Medford, and Waltham. 

Third, there is a movement towards parcel zoning, where town meeting or city council 
adopts zoning for a single parcel, under single ownership. Like a single parking lot in 
Newtonville that became a zoning district. 
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Often parcel zoning is used for former church properties, former hospitals, former schools, 
or for publicly owned parking lots, or old YMCAs. It also gets used when a large employer 
vacates a certain property. 

Parcel zoning is surgical zoning for those properties. 
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Here is an example in Belmont, near Cushing Square, where the town rezoned a former 
church property for multi-family housing. The entire zoning district is an acre and a half. It 
got built out with 18 units. You can see them on the right. 

Note that this is what 12 units per acre looks like. 

Parcel zoning has been a significant vehicle for permitting multi-family housing in the 
region. 
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Even where multi-family districts are mapped, and cover multiple properties, most multi-
family housing, unlike single family housing, requires special permits. Which are 
discretionary. 

I asked planners and building inspectors how many multi-family units the city or town 
permitted from 2015 to 2017, and if the projects were allowed as-of-right, by special 
permit, or by 40B. Here are the results. The majority of projects are by special permit, or 
permitted outside of what is allowed in the zoning.

Note: the by right projects include Lexington’s where town meeting approved of the project 
first, and then it was allowed by right. The by right numbers here include some other 
special cases. 
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Approximately one third of the municipalities have no provisions on the books for as-of-
right multi-family housing development. 
Almost two-thirds do have provisions on the books. 

But, as I explained, as-of-right permitting isn’t how most multi-family housing gets 
permitted. 

It can be on the books, but already built out, or not buildable. 
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Here is a common recommendation in the housing plans.

44



Meanwhile, the overall permitting system has been shifting over decades, since the 1960s, 
to be… 
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The system tends to involve negotiation.

Negotiation can yield good outcomes.

Regulatory flexibility is needed for a dynamic market.
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This is a big accomplishment. 

83 of 100 cities and towns have adopted mixed use zoning, mostly in the last two decades. 

Mixed use projects are going up in our centers and downtowns. 

You can see the projects across the region. 
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Here are more examples. 
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At the new lifestyle centers we have permitted approximately 5,000 new dwelling units in 
the last two decades. I include Dedham’s Legacy Place in the count, although the 
apartment buildings next door were built before the shopping center, as separate projects. 

5,000 units is something, but not that much compared to demand. We would need to build 
a lot of new lifestyle centers to meet demand at this rate, of approximately 500 dwelling 
units per lifestyle center. 
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We still need more housing. 
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Greater Boston has many village centers, town centers and downtowns. Adding housing is 
seen as a way to revitalize a center, or to keep it vital in the age of on-line shopping. 

Development in these areas has many benefits, for walkability, public transit, convenience, 
and opportunities for social interaction. 
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I found that approximately half of the cities and towns permitted multi-family projects, 
usually mixed use, in a historic center in the last two decades. They generally have added 
tens of units, but a several cities such as Quincy, Walpole, Waltham, and Malden have 
added hundreds. 
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Is half of the cities and towns… a lot? Half did not add housing to a historic center. But 
approximately half did, most with brand new zoning for mixed use or a village overlay. 
These projects took a lot of planning and political attention. It is definitely an 
accomplishment, even if we need much more. 
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I will present three short case studies to highlight the trend of allowing housing in centers 
and peripheries. 
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First, Bedford.

Bedford rezoned a parcel in its town center for mixed use. The project got built. Seven units 
above commercial space, shown here. That is in the center of the map. 

Then look at that dark straight line on the map, it is route 3. On the far side of route 3 from 
the rest of Bedford, in a commercial and industrial district, Bedford permitted via zoning 
this project, 188 units. 
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Next up Needham and its downtown that has a train station, restaurants and shops, and a 
white steeple church.

Back in 2003, a class at MIT produced a report for the town recommending more housing 
in Needham Center. In 2009, the town commissioned another report on Needham Center, 
and then revised the zoning, to allow mixed use. 
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Since then, Needham has permitted one project, with ten units in the downtown district. 

Fifteen years of planning: ten units. 
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Here is a map of Needham. The star in the center is the 10 units I just showed you. 

In the last few years, Needham also approved a friendly 40B for 390 units on the far side of 
route 128 from the rest of Needham. Friendly 40B means the town administration favors 
the project, even though there is no zoning for it. 

It also permitted another 40B, not friendly, right on 128, on the edge of town, and it 
granted a special permit for age restricted housing, also by 128, on the edge of town.
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Our third case study: Wellesley. 

Wellesley permitted 30 units in Wellesley Square, the center of town. 
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Wellesley’s 2018 Draft Unified Plan recommends: 

“Rezone office, business and industrial districts in the eastern part of Wellesley near I-95  -
route 128 - to provide more development capacity and mixed use potential. […] Because of 
their location, they have little impact on the residential community.” 
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This brings us to the topic of Edge City. Edge City is large scale building on the edges of 
metropolitan areas outside of historic centers.

Route 128 is no longer the edge of our metropolitan area, but it is outside of historic 
centers, and it is the edge of many municipalities. Much of it counts as Edge City. 

Here is a photo of classic Edge City in Waltham. 
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Here is a pressing question for our era: What is our plan for edge city? 
--Edge city originally is isolated retail islands, office islands, and residential islands, in seas 
of parking. Accessible only by car. We can call this classic Edge City. 
--More recently the movement has been to combine the retail, residential, and office uses 
in lifestyle centers – still islands, with lots of parking, accessible primarily by car. But when 
you live or work there, you can walk to a restaurant. 

I think the aspiration is for Edge City to be walkable vibrant diverse hubs well connected 
to other places. 
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There are many potential proving grounds around here for aspiring Edge City Builders, 
especially along route 128, in Woburn, Newton and Needham, Dedham, etc. 
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This brings us to my last case study for the day. A proving ground for edge city builders, the 
edges of Medford, Malden, Somerville, and Everett, along the Mystic and Malden Rivers, by 
Route 93. 
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I went to visit Assembly Row in Somerville, and I thought – how cool that they built a real 
downtown. It has wide sidewalks, grid streets, parallel parking, and mixed use. The zoning 
regulations promoted that. 
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But then it is a couple of blocks long, sandwiched between Route 93, the river, and train 
tracks. Disconnected from Somerville. 

This is the back side of Assembly Row, by the train tracks. 
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There are several large new projects near Assembly Row, all isolated from their cities. 

Medford’s Rivers Edge is between the river and train tracks. 

Medford’s Station Landing is between highways and train tracks and the river. 

Everett’s Batch Yard is between Broadway and train tracks. 
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These islands, taken together are a district of sorts. Note that they are mostly on former 
industrial properties. 

I found about 3,000 dwelling units have been permitted by the Mystic and Malden Rivers in 
these four cities in the last two decades. 
Plus, Partner’s Healthcare is headquartered there, and Puma is opening headquarters, and 
Amazon is opening an office here. There is a lot of retail. It is a few miles from downtown 
Boston. 

The district could gain thousands of additional dwelling units, in theory. 
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The question is how do we plan this and zone this as a connected district? How do we plan 
the infrastructure and buildings together? 
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Do we do this project by project, trying to isolate each from the last to not bother anybody, 
or make a place where you can walk from site to site, or take a bike, take a train, take a bus, 
take a boat, take an Uber or take your own car. 
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To summarize, the trend in the region is: 

--We permit tens of units in the centers, and hundreds on peripheries. 
--We are very cautious about allowing development in historic centers, and near existing 
houses. 
--We tend to isolate new development. 
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So, here we have Fab Finds Foxboro and Four Fab Findings. Forgive me! 
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More findings and photos are in the report. 
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What is at stake? A lot. 

Housing affordability, the economy, the environment, and also the character of Greater 
Boston, the values of Greater Boston. 

We can do this better. 

Thank you. 
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