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DESIGN REVIEW COMMITTEE 

 
RECOMMENDATIONS and MINUTES 

 
The City of Somerville Design Review Committee held a public meeting on Thursday, October 25, 
2012, at 6:30 p.m. in City Hall, 3rd Floor Conference Room, 93 Highland Avenue, Somerville, MA.   
 
The purpose of the meeting was to review and make recommendations on the following proposals:  
 
625 McGrath Highway (Berkeley Investments Project) 
Description: Review of project design which proposes 34 total units in two buildings with 48 on-site 
parking spaces. The Applicant will be seeking a Special permit with Site Plan Review from the Zoning 
Board of Appeals. NB / RB zone. Ward 1. 
SPGA: Zoning Board of Appeals 
Hearing Date: Anticipated to be November 28, 2012 
 
This was the first time the project came before the Design Review Committee. The project site currently 
contains a Napa Auto Parts store in a one story brick building. The site is currently accessed by a curb cut 
off of McGrath Highway that actually allows access over state owned property. The project team has 
slightly altered their proposal since the neighborhood meeting on October 18, 2012. The project will now 
consist of two separate 3 story buildings with a 24 unit building along Bonair Street and a 10 unit building 
along Otis Street. The project will include four affordable housing units. The dwellings will be a mix of 
studios, one-, two-, and three-bedroom units. There will also be 57 off-street parking spaces in the center 
of the site that will use the McGrath Highway curb cut to access the property. There will be no vehicular 
access from the site directly onto Bonair or Otis streets. The proposal will require a Special Permit from 
the Zoning Board of Appeals for the total number of proposed dwelling units (34). 
 
The DRC asked about the following aspects of the project and the Agent/Architect provided the following 
responses. 
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 How did the neighbors react to the project at the neighborhood meeting on October 18, 2012? – 
(r) They had great concerns about the project not providing enough parking when we were 
originally proposing only 48 on-site spaces. They also had concerns about the amount of traffic 
that would be brought into the neighborhood and would like us to maintain the curb cut off of 
McGrath Highway while not creating new curb cuts on Bonair or Otis streets. They also did not 
like our proposed building design or proposed massing of the two structures. 

 We have concerns about the existing situation with the McGrath Highway driveway. Are you 
going to go through this entire zoning process and possibly have the state turn around and say 
that you cannot have the curb cut on McGrath Highway? – (r) We will be having conversations 
with the state as part of moving through this zoning approval process. State Representative Tim 
Toomey attended the neighborhood meeting on October 18, 2012 and Alderman Roche talked to 
him about talking to MassHighway to allow the McGrath Highway curb cut to continue. Initial 
conversations with MassHighway have indicated that they are not concerned about the curb cut 
remaining. 

 Was there other specificity in terms of the criticism from the neighbors about the design of the 
building besides it being too modern? – (r) Mostly parking and traffic concerns dominated the 
discussion at the neighborhood meeting. There were complaints that it is currently hard to park 
on the street and they did not like the proposed Otis and Bonair Street curb cuts.  

 What will the framing around the windows be made of? – (r) We will most likely be using a 
composite or Alucobond material. 

 It appears as if there are no entrances into the buildings from the parking lot at the rear of each 
structure. Was this done to increase the urbanism at the project site? – (r) Yes, that is correct. 
This design will force people to walk out onto Bonair or Otis Streets to enter into their unit 
which will in turn increase vibrancy along the streetscape.  

 There are a lot of proposed bedrooms that will be looking out into the centralized parking lot. 
Will anything be done to shield the headlights of cars from shining into the bedroom windows? – 
(r) We will make the windows higher by having 3.5 foot high window sills on the rear of each 
building. 

We are not entirely supportive of the corrugated metal you are proposing in this design as the material is 
not very pleasing or residential in nature. The volume of the buildings and the use of the corrugated metal 
tends to give the buildings a more industrial feel. A more refined metal panel or a more square profile on 
the buildings would be preferable. A type of material or metal that gives you a shadow line could also 
work well here. 
 
The amount of landscaping currently proposed in the parking lot is inadequate. A substantial amount of 
vegetation or greenspace needs to be added to the 57 space parking lot between the two buildings. The 
backyard environment for the residential units is important and this parking area is their backyard. 
Perhaps a green aisle down the middle of the double loaded parking stalls could be implemented. 
 
The landscaping in the proposed project in general would benefit from the addition of trees, both in the 
parking field and around the entire site. This could also include other three dimensional landscape 
elements around the site which would also help to screen the parking field. Please also consider adding 
some landscaping at the rear of each of the buildings against the parking lot area and along the residential 
boundary of the project site. 
 
The entrances to the residential units are somewhat hard to find. The use of three dimensional landscape 
elements or the creation of some type of vertical plane, through the use of landscaping or a constructed 
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element, to punctuate the sidewalk would be helpful to highlight the entrances to each set of units. The 
addition of some type of plane change would also help the notion of entry into the buildings. 
 
 
117-119 Heath Street / 34 Edgar Avenue (Case # ZBA 2012-81) 
Description: Review of the Applicant’s proposal to construct a three-family dwelling and a two-family 
dwelling with eight associated parking spaces near the intersection of Edgar Avenue and Heath Street 
before the case goes to the Zoning Board of Appeals. RB zone. Ward 4. 
SPGA: Zoning Board of Appeals 
Hearing Date: Anticipated to be November 28, 2012 
 
This was the first time the project had come before the Design Review Committee. As part of the 
proposal, the three existing buildings along Heath Street will remain and will be renovated on their 
interiors. The one building that fronts onto Edgar Avenue and the rear garage portion of one of the 
buildings on Heath Street are slated to be demolished. Two new buildings would be constructed in their 
place; one on the interior of the lot with three townhouses and the second, a duplex, facing Edgar Avenue. 
Parking spaces for each of the units will be located on the first level of each building and are accessed 
from the rear. 
 
The DRC asked about the following aspects of the project and the Agent/Architect provided the following 
responses. 

 Do you need any demolition permits as part of this project? – (r) Yes, we will need demolition 
permits to take down 34 Edgar Avenue and for the demolition of the rear garage portion of the 
building that fronts onto Heath Street. However, we have not applied for these demolition permits 
yet. 

 How would you get access to these proposed buildings, especially the three-unit building, as a 
pedestrian? – (r) Through the right-of-way, the little alley, adjacent to the existing building at 34 
Edgar Avenue.   

 Are all four of the buildings on Heath Street going to be altered as part of this project? – (r) The 
structure at the corner of Heath Street and Edgar Avenue was recently renovated and is in good 
condition, so this building will not be altered. The building at the opposite end, the fourth 
building, is not under the control of the property owner and is therefore not part of this project. 
The middle two buildings on Heath Street will both be completely renovated on their inside. The 
outside of these two structures is in reasonable condition but what needs to be upgraded and fixed 
will be addressed.  

The proposed plans for the project still seem to be a bit underdeveloped. Providing an accurate Site Plan 
showing the building footprints and parking layout for the project, elevations, renderings, more details, a 
site section drawing, and even perspectives of each of the proposed buildings would be helpful. 
 
It seems odd to create an island of a building (the three-unit building) that is encircled with pavement. It 
would be preferable to reclaim some of the project site as backyard and greenspace for this three-unit 
building. Please take a look at flipping two, if not all three, of the garage entrances to the other side of the 
building to have the rear of the three-unit building face the back of the buildings that front onto Edgar 
Court. Please also look at having one parking space as a surface level spot and pushing the three-unit 
building as much as possible towards Heath Street and to the west, away from Edgar Avenue. However, 
please also consider shifting the three-unit building slightly to the east towards Edgar Avenue in order to 
potentially get two surface parking spaces between the building and the property line. This would allow 
you to add more living space within the building on the ground floor. 
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Adding more greenspace to the entire project would be preferable, especially to the east of the proposed 
three-unit building. 
 
The next time you present the project to the Committee it would be helpful to have material and color 
samples for what you are proposing on the exterior of the buildings. 
 
Organizing the parking area that is on site and buffering it with something that is planted would be helpful 
to the overall design of the project. 
 


