














Reasons for Amending the Zoning Filed by the City

Besides the fact that there is no signed CBA and no signed PLA 

1. Base R &D Zone height is too permissive – 78’ instead of 60’  - require a Special Permit to go to 78’ so that 
the Planning Board can review the reasons and, if necessary, set conditions. Permitting as of right the 78’ 
height limit will be a signal to owners of other FAB-zoned properties that they can also get an upzone.  This 
threatens existing artist enclaves on Vernon St., Joy St., Central St., Washington St. and Brickbottom. 

2. The by limiting heights and parking spaces is 
inadequate.  The range of possible square footage is 1.45 million square feet to 2.2 million square feet, 

hts for each story.  The number of stories needs to be regulated. 
3. No guarantee that missing mobility management goals will result in altered (diminished in size of) future 

building plans.  If the Mobility Management Plans are not tightened, we feel that we must return to our 
request for lower allowable parking from 750 to 500 and reduced square footage of the development.  

 
4. Setbacks and Step backs are not enough to accomplish a 60-degree angle  sky plane with existing housing.  

We requested two step backs, for a total of 20 feet at the second and -rise 
buildings that face existing residential structures (NR, UR, and MR4 zones). 

5. s of the 

the 20-30’ of extra height. 

Changes to the city zoning proposal that would address these concerns  (bold and underlined) 

1. Change proposed Section 6.5 Research and Development District 
Change Section 6.5.7 Commercial Building- Main Mass, item F. Building Height (max)  from 78’ to 60’. 

2. Change proposed Section 8.4.19 Arts and Innovation Subarea 
Change Section h. Building Standards to the following wording:- Massing and Height, Number of Stories 
(max),  Block 1 -7 stories; Block 2- 9 stories; Blocks 3 and 4 – 12 stories. 

3. Change proposed Section 8.4.19 Arts and Innovation Subarea 
Change Section k.i.a) to the following wording:- The Planning Board shall require that the  parking 
maximum be based on  a well-documented transportation analysis that is presented to the Planning 
Board review prior to permitting. The Planning Board shall regulate the ma -street 
parking spaces in any individual building using a parking demand model established by the Director of 
Mobility to determine the appropriate number of parking spaces as a condition of each Site Plan Approval. 
 
Change Section k. i. b)   Parking and Mobility  to the following wording:- The Planning Board shall attach 
conditions and limitations that it deems necessary (including delaying Site Plan Approval until impacts 
are mitigated) to address any individual or cumulative on-site -site impacts of from development 
subject to an approved Master Plan as a condition of each Site Plan Approval. 
Change Section k. ii. Parking and Mobility to the following wording:- Mobility management plans must 
institute  demand management programs and services to control the percentage of trips made to the 
development site by motor vehicles at forty percent (40%) or less initially and at twenty-
or less upon full occupancy. 
 
Change Section k. iii. Parking and Mobility to the following wording:- Mobility management plans must 
propose and implement  
programs and services 
transportation objectives. 



4. Change proposed Section 8.4.19 Arts and Innovation Subarea 
Change Section h. Building Standards to the following wording:- Massing and Height, Upper Story Step-
Back,   

Tyler Street, 2nd Story or 50 feet (min),  General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet 
AND 5th Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet

Properzi Way, 2nd Story or 50 feet (min), General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet 
AND 5th Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet 

Park Street, 2nd Story or 50 foot (min), General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet AND 5th

Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet.

Alley between Properzi Way and Park Street, 2nd Story or 50 foot (min), General Building 10 feet, 
Commercial Building 10 feet AND 5th Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet. 

5. Change Section 8.4.19 (a) Arts and Innovation Subarea, Superceding Building Standards 
Change Section: Uses and Features 
Change Section j.  Development Standards 
    Add a new ii. Where mechanical equipment on roofs do not require screening for noise abatement, 
the abate noise shall not be required to screen said mechanical equipment. 
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Somerville City Council March 20, 2025
Land Use Committee 
 
Greetings. 
 
My name is William Frese. I am an Artist working at 438-Rear Somerville Ave, (The Tube Works 
Building), within New Alliance Studios. I have been affiliated with New Alliance Productions for 
over 30 years.  
 
This building abuts the historic Milk Row Cemetery that is home to the oldest Civil War 
Monument in the United States. This distinguished obelisk (1862) must be duly noted & 
cherished in perpetuity during & after this district’s reconfigurement. Our stewardship is vital 
now more than ever as we witness unprecedented historic erasure efforts.  
 
I appreciate the Union Square Neighborhood Council negotiating a fair Project Labor Agreement 
& a fair community benefits agreement, however, I request no zoning approval until Community 
Benefits are agreed to & signed. 
 
Art is an existing, essential component here at Milk Row & our greater Union Square 
community. 
 
Arts & Creative Enterprise, ACE, definitions should be refined to the Visual & Performance Arts 
specifically. Culinary Art Incubators & design services are more capable of affording market rate 
rental pricing. 
  
Art Stays Here. FAB stays here.  
 
Sincerely, 
William Frese. 

 















































































































Adaline Lining
 

March 31st, 2025 

To the Planning Board and City Council, 
 
I urge you to oppose the proposed rezoning and master planning for the Somernova 
development as put forth by Rafi Properties. 
 
I am a resident of Tower Court, and I enjoy living in a mixed-use area that includes 
residents, church parishioners, patrons visiting Aeronaut Brewery, Boston 
Bouldering, the pop-up sauna, restaurants, and more. It is a vibrant area. That said, 
there are issues. Parking is constantly challenging, and the vast amount of paved 
parking makes this area one of the hottest in Somerville. Having lived in several 
areas of Ward 2 over the past 10 years, from 102 Line Street and 15 Harold Street 
to 279 Washington Ave, I have come to appreciate Tower Court and the unique 
quirks of this small pocket of Somerville that I call home. 

As a resident, I am bitterly opposed to the proposed development as it now stands. 
I am eager to see a plan that aligns with the needs of all community stakeholders 
and the current plan does not meet that expectation. The fact that there is no signed 
CBA and no signed PLA is a significant red flag. The lack of a nexus study to 
evaluate the pros and cons of this development and the lack of an independent 
traffic study are also concerning. This is a project that could take over a decade to 
complete and yet the full implications of its impact are unknown.  

Currently, Ward 2 has the highest percentage of residents who work at Somervoa, 
and with the proposed project, this percentage will increase and put increased 
pressure on the already insufficient housing stock. In addition to the strain of 
adding more people in need of housing, the median salaries that are predicted for 
the cafe and childcare workers working at SomerNova will not allow people to 
afford to rent, let alone buy, in this area. As people of color and particularly 
women are the most likely to work in childcare and food service sectors, this pay 
to housing disparity will reinforce economic racism. A further disservice is the lack 
of housing in this plan. Adding to the affordable housing trust will not offset the 



increase in need, nor will it have a timely impact. The housing included in the 
proposal is not scheduled to be completed in time to be accessed by SomerNova 
workers, nor does it provide sufficient housing to meet  
the increase in density that would be required to support all the people with new 
jobs.  

Not only will there be pressure on the housing market, but the already challenging 
parking issue will be further exacerbated by this development. The largest 
percentage of people using transit to commute to SomerNova are predicted to use 
private cars and in an area that is already coping with disproportionate health 
impacts from the heat island effect of this area, the increased pollution will create 
further disparate health outcomes while also putting Somerville further away from 
its goal of becoming more environmentally sustainable and healthy. Planting street 
trees, microforests, pollinator gardens, rain gardens, and seed corridors are 
insufficient solutions for offsetting the increase in air pollution from cars, nor will 
they solve the light pollution from these buildings.  

Another element to consider is that the revenue projection only goes through 2037, 
which leaves most of the future impacts of this project unexplored. It is unclear 
how this project will adapt to the booms and busts of the tough tech sector in the 
long term or how this project will remain lucrative in the face of increasing tariffs 
on needed building materials in the short term. The Ames Envelope complex has 
successfully housed multiple organizations since leaving behind its original 
historic purpose and anything built now must be similarly flexible in being able to 
meet the needs of today’s industries and those of the future. It is concerning that 
the proposed development does not include propositions for how the space can be 
used in multiple ways as demands shift. This challenge has already been faced in 
neighboring areas, such as at the Rafi properties development at La Ronga Bakery 
on Somerville Ave, which remains unused, or in Kendall Square, which is busy 
during the day but does not serve the community outside of business hours. Any 
project that decreases the vibrant mixed-use activity of this area will be doing a 
disservice to the city and the people of Somerville.  

The SomerNova project includes thoughtful plans around connecting Park Street 
with Properzi and around adding a needed Community Center. However, without 



adequate funding for the community center, it will fail to serve the needs of the 
community as intended. The construction for the project will also have catastrophic 
impacts on foot traffic, cyclists, and vehicle users. During my residence at 279 
Washington Street, I lived with the construction on Washington Street and 
Hawkins. We saw an increase in rats, headaches from the machine exhaust, 
headaches from the noise, parking issues, and other environmental stress. Noise, 
construction, and rodents are all part of living in an urban environment but 
Somerville has a duty to ensure that residents can maintain a reasonable quality of 
life. The construction needs of this development will result in unreasonable 
negative impacts to residents and visitors of this neighborhood. From noise 
pollution, air quality issues, parking consideration, the disruption of rodent 
environments, and issues of access to businesses and homes, there are numerous 
issues that Rafi Properties has provided inadequate or no solutions for. Without 
Rafi Properties clarifying how they will ensure the health and safety of residents, 
patrons, and visitors to the areas, it is unconscionable to support this development. 
 
There are a myriad of issues with the proposed rezoning and master planning for 
the Somernova development. Their demand for rezoning, along with their failure to 
finalize a CBA or PLA, shows that Rafi Properties does not respect the input, 
concerns, or needs of the people of Somerville. Please use your power to oppose 
the proposed rezoning and master planning for the Somernova development.  
 





















Reasons for Amending the Zoning Filed by the City

Besides the fact that there is no signed CBA and no signed PLA 

1. Base R &D Zone height is too permissive – 78’ instead of 60’  - require a Special Permit to go to 78’ so that 
the Planning Board can review the reasons and, if necessary, set conditions. Permitting as of right the 78’ 
height limit will be a signal to owners of other FAB-zoned properties that they can also get an upzone.  This 
threatens existing artist enclaves on Vernon St., Joy St., Central St., Washington St. and Brickbottom. 

2. The by limiting heights and parking spaces is 
inadequate.  The range of possible square footage is 1.45 million square feet to 2.2 million square feet, 

hts for each story.  The number of stories needs to be regulated. 
3. No guarantee that missing mobility management goals will result in altered (diminished in size of) future 

building plans.  If the Mobility Management Plans are not tightened, we feel that we must return to our 
request for lower allowable parking from 750 to 500 and reduced square footage of the development.  

 
4. Setbacks and Step backs are not enough to accomplish a 60-degree angle  sky plane with existing housing.  

We requested two step backs, for a total of 20 feet at the second and -rise 
buildings that face existing residential structures (NR, UR, and MR4 zones). 

5. s of the 

the 20-30’ of extra height. 

Changes to the city zoning proposal that would address these concerns  (bold and underlined) 

1. Change proposed Section 6.5 Research and Development District 
Change Section 6.5.7 Commercial Building- Main Mass, item F. Building Height (max)  from 78’ to 60’. 

2. Change proposed Section 8.4.19 Arts and Innovation Subarea 
Change Section h. Building Standards to the following wording:- Massing and Height, Number of Stories 
(max),  Block 1 -7 stories; Block 2- 9 stories; Blocks 3 and 4 – 12 stories. 

3. Change proposed Section 8.4.19 Arts and Innovation Subarea 
Change Section k.i.a) to the following wording:- The Planning Board shall require that the  parking 
maximum be based on  a well-documented transportation analysis that is presented to the Planning 
Board review prior to permitting. The Planning Board shall regulate the ma -street 
parking spaces in any individual building using a parking demand model established by the Director of 
Mobility to determine the appropriate number of parking spaces as a condition of each Site Plan Approval. 
 
Change Section k. i. b)   Parking and Mobility  to the following wording:- The Planning Board shall attach 
conditions and limitations that it deems necessary (including delaying Site Plan Approval until impacts 
are mitigated) to address any individual or cumulative on-site -site impacts of from development 
subject to an approved Master Plan as a condition of each Site Plan Approval. 
Change Section k. ii. Parking and Mobility to the following wording:- Mobility management plans must 
institute  demand management programs and services to control the percentage of trips made to the 
development site by motor vehicles at forty percent (40%) or less initially and at twenty-
or less upon full occupancy. 
 
Change Section k. iii. Parking and Mobility to the following wording:- Mobility management plans must 
propose and implement  
programs and services 

transportation objectives.                                                                                                                          (OVER)



4. Change proposed Section 8.4.19 Arts and Innovation Subarea 
Change Section h. Building Standards to the following wording:- Massing and Height, Upper Story Step-
Back,   

Tyler Street, 2nd Story or 50 feet (min),  General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet 
AND 5th Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet

Properzi Way, 2nd Story or 50 feet (min), General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet 
AND 5th Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet 

Park Street, 2nd Story or 50 foot (min), General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet AND 5th

Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet.

Alley between Properzi Way and Park Street, 2nd Story or 50 foot (min), General Building 10 feet, 
Commercial Building 10 feet AND 5th Story, General Building 10 feet, Commercial Building 10 feet. 

5. Change Section 8.4.19 (a) Arts and Innovation Subarea, Superceding Building Standards 
Change Section: Uses and Features 
Change Section j.  Development Standards 
    Add a new ii. Where mechanical equipment on roofs do not require screening for noise abatement, 
the abate noise shall not be required to screen said mechanical equipment. 
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Madalyn Letellier

From: QSM <
Sent: Tuesday, April 1, 2025 9:10 AM
To: Public Comments
Subject: Per SomerNova / Zoning

Follow Up Flag: Follow up
Flag Status: Flagged

 (#25-0131) I request that the City Council not vote on a zoning overlay until the USNC's CBA 
and PLA are signed and we are able to see whether the proposed overlay district along with 
the CBA is a win or a loss for creatives and workers. If this zoning overlay and this project go 
through, we are losing a big portion of the Fabrication District. This loss is monumentally painful. 
It is up to all of us to ensure that this sacrifice is not asking for too much. 

 I ask that the City Council never vote for zoning changes of this kind without seeing a story 
of losses in the area. You need verified and complete information 1.) To make wise choices. 2.) 
To respect those who made Somerville an amazing place to be. 3.) To not encourage developers to 
create blight ahead of zoning change requests so it looks like their plan is a good deal. I would 
appreciate it if the City Council could make inquiries so that this important data is included in this 
zoning overlay proposal and in any future zoning change proposals. 

o Incomplete documentation includes 

 Losses on the Somernova campus: An Incomplete List  

 Aircraft Aerial Arts, 3760 square feet, Union Square 

 Artisans Asylum, 40,000 square feet, Union Square 

 Harvard Book Store Warehouse, 6000 square feet, Union Square 

 Hemlock Ink Custom Screenprinting, 3500 square feet, Union Square 

 Michael Spenser Studio, square footage unknown 

 Any other losses unknown by the one person (me) documenting this list. 

 Other Losses in Union Square: An Incomplete List 

 Bull McCabe's Pub and Tir Na Nog, 780 square feet, Union Square 

 DreamStar Studio, 864 square feet, Union Square 

 Fringe Union, 7500 square feet, Union Square 

 JamSpot, 5000 square feet, Union Square 
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 Pink Noise Studios - Somerville, 1500 square feet, Union Square 

 Somerville Media Center - SMC (90 Union Square), 2500 square feet, Union 
Square 

 Sky Bar, 3900 square feet, Union Square 

 Starlab Studios (32 Prospect St), square footage unknown 

 Starlab Studios (453 Somerville Ave), 1300 square feet, Union Square 

 Third Life Studio, 900 square feet, Union Square 

 Club Choices/Radio/Thunder Road, Union Square, square footage 
unknown 

 Precinct, square footage unknown 

 Cantina la Mexicana, square footage not included because they hosted 
music occasionally 

 Any other losses unknown by the one person (me) documenting this list. 

 (#25-0129) I remind you that ACE will not save affordable creative space. While there are 
positive changes to ACE, even with these ACE revisions, affordable studio space is not the priority. 
I am concerned that developers will always choose culinary arts incubators and design services 
over other arts uses since they can more often afford market rate rents. With that in mind, I am 
asking the City Council and the Planning Board to hold the FAB line! We need affordable 
spaces for creative use in all artistic disciplines. Please protect the Fabrication District! Ways to 
commit to it:  

o City staff and many community members went through two months of hard work to talk 
about one development. The Fabrication District, which turned 5 years old in December, 
deserves that kind of attention, especially since a thoughtful discussion was forgotten 
during the pandemic and especially now at a time where we are considering damaging it. 
Please make inquiries for this vital zoning district to be given its due.  

o Make inquiries about whether the Fabrication District can expand elsewhere in the city to 
make up for the space lost. Can't do that? Then all the more reason to support our current 
FAB with time and funding for affordable arts spaces! 

 (#25-0128) I ask for a change to the proposed R&D District. The height of R&D should be 
comparable to the FAB District height. I agree with USNC: "This change is meant to discourage 
copycat requests in other Fabrication [Districts] where artist clusters exist." 

I realize this is a lot to ask from you right now, but after much pain and more surely to come for the 
creative economy, it at least deserves an honest story. In the end, the Somernova campus might not 
actually be a win, or much of a win, for the community. It is up to you to make sure that the narrative that 
is presented depicts a frank account so that we all can at least have the power to ask, "Where do we go 
from here?" 
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At a time where there is national distrust of politics and a call for people to hold their local communities 
tight, we need to be able to trust the City of Somerville. Please do not let exaggerations of the "success" of 
this zoning change/development plan cause a lack of confidence in our electeds, our hard-working staff, 
or even in deep pocket developers. Let us speak with accuracy, good numbers, and a valid accounting of 
history. And who knows! Maybe this is a good story....it's just hard to tell without valuable and 
transparent information. 

Cities do not work without art. Art is here! Art can only stay here with your strategic help! Please support 
the Somerville creative economy by being creative masterminds, by asking for something different from 
our current government planning processes, and by working hard to protect affordable creative space! 

  

As a resident,  

 I am wicked wary of the massive amount of parking allowed. Not cool for "climate" tech. Tighten 
the requirements for mobility and traffic management within the zoning. 

 I am uncertain about height since a real-life example hasn't been provided. "What does that feel 
like?" can not be imagined with a picture. Please provide real examples that we can stand by. 

Thank you for your time and advocacy, 
 
Gregory W. Hill 

 
Somerville 02143 
 

  

 
 



1

Madalyn Letellier

From: Salome Shunamon 
Sent: Monday, March 31, 2025 9:11 PM
To: Public Comments; Planning1
Subject: Public Comment: #25-0131, #25-0129, #25-0128

Follow Up Flag: Follow up
Flag Status: Completed

Dear Somerville City Councilors and Planning Board, 

As a renter in Somerville for three years, I appreciate the dedication of city staff and community 
members in shaping our policies. However, I urge you to delay voting on the zoning overlay (#25-0131) 
until the USNC’s CBA and PLA are finalized. We must fully understand whether this proposal benefits or 
harms creatives and workers before proceeding. The loss of a large portion of the Fabrication District is a 
significant blow, and we must ensure this sacrifice is justified. 

Zoning changes of this scale should never be approved without a full accounting of what is being lost. 
The City Council must have complete and verifiable data to make informed decisions, honor those who 
have built Somerville’s creative community, and prevent developers from allowing spaces to deteriorate 
to justify redevelopment. I urge the City to document these losses thoroughly before making decisions 
that will shape the city’s future. 

ACE (#25-0129), even with revisions, does not guarantee affordable creative spaces, as developers will 
likely prioritize profitable ventures over artistic uses. I ask the City to protect the Fabrication District by 
ensuring affordable creative spaces remain available and by considering ways to expand or strengthen 
this zoning designation. If expansion isn’t possible, then more resources should be directed toward 
preserving what remains. 

Regarding the R&D District (#25-0128), its height limits should align with the Fabrication District to 
prevent setting a precedent that could threaten other artist hubs. 

Somernova’s redevelopment may or may not be a win for the community, but without transparent data, 
we cannot know. The City must present a full and honest picture so that we can thoughtfully determine 
our next steps. Overstating benefits without addressing losses risks eroding trust in city leadership, staff, 
and developers. A city without artists is a city without identity. Please take decisive action to protect 
affordable creative spaces. 

Additionally, I am concerned about excessive parking allowances, which contradict claims of climate-
conscious development. Mobility and traffic management requirements should be stricter. Height 
increases should also be demonstrated with real-world examples rather than renderings, as they fail to 
capture the true impact of such changes. 

Finally, the City collected email addresses during the Central/Somerville Ave meetings but failed to notify 
attendees of this public hearing. Given the extensive time and effort invested by all involved, this lack of 
communication is unacceptable. The City Council should investigate how to improve outreach so that 
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the responsibility of informing the public does not fall entirely on community advocates. If proper follow-
up cannot be ensured, the City should not collect private information at all. 

Thank you for your time and advocacy. 
 
Salome Shunamon 

 
Somerville MA 02145 
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Madalyn Letellier

From: Daniel Goodwin 
Sent: Tuesday, April 1, 2025 9:46 AM
To: Madalyn Letellier
Subject: RE: On the Somernova construction: 10-year neighborhood resident

Thanks Madalyn! 
Name:: Dan Goodwin 
Ward: 02 
 
 
 
On Tue, Apr 01, 2025 at 8:41 AM, Madalyn Letellier <mletellier@somervillema.gov> wrote: 

Thank you for your comments. Unattributed comments cannot be included on the City Council’s agenda. If you 
would like to resubmit to include your name and Ward or address (address will be redacted for public view on the 
agenda), they will be conveyed to the City Council on its next agenda. Alternatively, you can contact your Ward 
and At Large Councilors directly. Their contact information can be found at the City Council’s webpage here: 
https://www.somervillema.gov/departments/city-council.  

  

  

Madalyn Letellier 

Legislative Services Manager 

City of Somerville 

93 Highland Avenue 

Somerville, MA 02143 

Office: 617-625-6600 x4114 

Fax: 617-625-4239 

http://www.somervillema.gov/ 

  

From: Daniel Goodwin <dgoodwin208@gmail.com>  
Sent: Monday, March 31, 2025 4:56 PM 
To: Public Comments <publiccomments@somervillema.gov>; Planning Board <planningboard@somervillema.gov> 
Cc: somernovaneighbors@googlegroups.com 
Subject: On the Somernova construction: 10-year neighborhood resident 
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Dear City of Somerville and Planning Board, 

  

First - thanks a lot for serving our city. I love this place. Frankly, I couldn't have expected staying here for 
10 years when I first arrived to do my PhD at MIT. 

  

I know this proposed development very well. How well you may ask? Well, I walk my dog around this 
building ~2x a day, so after 10 years that …. at least 5000 times I've walked this block. 

  

Here's the other thing: I know business. I've started companies, I've invested in companies. So I totally 
get the idea of a business thesis. You need to have one to make a sustainable venture. But I don't like 
the thesis of Somernova one bit. 

  

It grosses me out that a developer would buy a building with the value-creation thesis of bullying around 
a small town council to bend their zoning laws. I mean, it's a great way to buy low and sell high, but are 
we really going to let him play this game? 

  

It's bad enough that the Zero Dane Street disaster project ever came to fruition. I went to those meetings 
too and I remember thinking "gee that developer really listened to us and maybe this building won't be a 
disaster." Then it was the silliest mess of construction and poor design that I've ever seen. Now across 
the train tracks we're going to fall for the same thing but on a grander scale. 

  

I'm super pro progress and investment into somerville and many of these ideas for renovating the Union 
Square are could one day be a good idea. But let's do that on the timeline of our residents not some 
developer.  

  

Our default path is Developer will ram this through with platitudes and "big stack" plays (a poker 
metaphor), but once the city approves it we're going to be stuck on the developer's whims as the project 
design creeps into lameness.  

  

The Zoning Commission has reasonable rules that have done pretty well so far. Let's bend our rules on 
our own timeline.  

  



3

Here's the last thing to consider: Work patterns are changing rapidly. It's very possible that this high-rise 
building is going to be very very empty.  

  

Cheers, 

Dan 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
City of Somerville Public Records Notice 

Please be advised that the Massachusetts Attorney General has determined that email is a public record 
unless the content of the email falls within one of the stated exemptions under the Massachusetts Public 
Records Laws. 
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Madalyn Letellier

From: Jessica Eshleman >
Sent: Monday, March 31, 2025 3:10 PM
To: Planning Board; Public Comments
Cc: Zachary Baum; V (Voravut) Ratanakommon; Mike Katz; Laidy Saenz; Jim McGinnis; 

Jacob Taylor; Adriana Fernandes; Mary Cassesso; 
Debbie Musnikow; Jen Palacio; Union Square Main Streets

Subject: Union Square Main Streets comment on amendments to the Zoning Ordinance relevant 
to Central Somerville Avenue

Attachments: USMS Mail - Union Square Main Streets comment on Somernova's ZTA 08.30.2024.pdf

 
 
Dear members of the Somerville Planning Board and Land Use Committee, 
 
Union Square Main Streets is writing to you with conditional support of the amendment to Articles 2, 
3-6, and 9 of the Zoning Ordinance to revise the regulations for arts and creative enterprise, office, 
and residential uses; amendment to Articles 2, 4-6, 8, and 9 of the Zoning Ordinance to revise the 
regulations for laboratory uses and buildings; amendment to Articles 6, 9, and 10 of the Zoning 
Ordinance to establish a new Research & Development zoning district; and amendment to Articles 8 
and 12 of the Zoning Ordinance to establish a new Arts & Innovation sub-area of the Master Planned 
Development Overlay District. We are enthused by the additional process undertaken and the precise 
though complicated layering of changes being proposed. 
 
Since 2005, Union Square Main Streets, Inc. (USMS) has worked to strengthen the dynamic 
neighborhood of businesses and people in Union Square, Somerville. We promote and celebrate the 
character of Union Square, advocate for and assist ~200 local businesses, work to create welcoming 
public spaces, and foster connection and collaboration among diverse stakeholders and partners. 
Through this lens we offer the following considerations: 
 
Elements in need of improvement 
Specific to the Research & Development zoning district: As a stated goal of this suite of zoning 
changes is to memorialize the commercial activity that already exists on the site, we propose that 
“Fitness Services” be a “Permitted Use” as opposed to a “Special Permit” use, this would ensure that 
The Bouldering Project is acknowledged as being an essential part of this building.  
 
Regarding the entirety of the process 
We want to restate the crux of our conditional support included in our previous letter delivered to 
these boards on August 30, 2024* (linked here and attached to this email):  
 
The strength of our neighborhood of businesses relies heavily on strong relationships between 
property owners and tenants. It is imperative that current tenants be given written documentation of 
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any verbal commitments. Our expectation is that all existing tenants in good standing would be 
offered the following: 
 
a) A guarantee for quiet enjoyment of their current space until new, suitable space is available 
 
b) If quiet enjoyment is not possible during construction due to noise, access, or safety issues, 
appropriate tenant allowances must be made available to existing businesses 
 
c) An offer of a lease in new space with appropriate terms including generous tenant improvement 
allowances for relocating businesses and lease rates scaled and set appropriately to existing uses. 
Somernova’s current success has been built on the reputations of the small businesses that are 
tenants there. 
 
Simply put: USMS would not consider supporting future permissions for this project if our small 
business community is not treated as the asset that they are or if future negotiations are not 
conducted in good faith. 
 
Lastly, the continued and lasting success of USMS’ program area will rely on the Somernova 
buildings being a full part of Union Square and not an insular campus. To this end, amenities such as 
childcare facilities and any housing should be made available and accessible to everyone in the 
community. 
 
These zoning changes could be the first step toward exciting growth for Somerville. We would be 
excited to welcome to Union Square all the individuals who would start and grow their lives, their 
studios, their careers, their businesses, and our community in this area of Somerville. As this process 
continues, we see opportunities for improvement but more so for this area to become a model of what 
responsible growth looks like: supporting the neighborhood of businesses and residents that make 
Union Square such an incredible place to be. 
 
Sincerely, 

To help p otect you  p vacy  M c osoft Off ce p evented automat c download of th s pictu e f om the Inte net

 
Zachary Baum, USMS Board President  
 
* Please note, since the previous comment was written, Blake Evitt, owner of Parkour Generations 
Boston and longtime collaborator with the Dojo, has joined our Board of Directors. 
 
 
Submitting on behalf of the USMS Board of Directors, 
*Jessica  
 
Jessica L. Eshleman 
Executive Director 
 
PS - Congrats to Union Square's business leaders for making our neighborhood one of the very 
coolest in the WORLD!  
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You, Me, Them, Us 

We are in this together, Union Square. 
Keep it local, keep it kind, keep Union vibin’, keep Union thrivin’ 
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Somerville, MA 02143 
www.unionsquaremain.org  
Facebook / Twitter / Instagram 
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businesses. Their plan caters to businesses seeking a variety of floor plates,
relationships to the street, and relationships to their neighbors.

The public courtyards, and Public Room, and the improved streetscapes along Park and
Tyler streets can all play host to events and activations that will enliven the neighborhood
and support small businesses.

Additionally, this plan shows a real investment in making this area – which is currently
outside any quarter and half mile transit oriented walkshed – multi-modal and creates a
real opportunity and incentive for the creation of either a commuter rail or green line
extension stop. We are especially supportive of the fully funded north-south shuttle
service that will be free for all riders.

Focuses to ensure success
To ensure the realization of these potential positive outcomes, it is important that firm
commitments to construction mitigation are made to ensure existing, open businesses
are able to operate as closely to “normal” as possible.

The proposed phasing of this project should allow for responsive decision making. We
expect strong community engagement will continue to ensure the spirit of the current
community benefits commitments are honored while allowing for the flexibility to respond
to future conditions at the time of construction.

We also believe it is important that ground floor space is not prioritized for upper storey
tenant purposes such as storage, loading, or mechanical uses. Ground floor retail uses
benefit greatly from proper provisions for and potential co-location of:

Publically accessible bathrooms
Trash storage
Loading zones
Delivery driver accommodation
Rideshare
Propane storage

Additionally, ground floor retail uses should be given broad permissions to engage with
outdoor areas, especially those that are privately owned.

Elements in need of improvement



These zoning amendments can be improved in several ways. First: more attention needs
to be paid to the Somerville Ave streetscape to ensure a stronger and more intentional
connection to the center of Union Square. The stretch between Park St. and Carlton St.
are especially unfriendly to pedestrians and would benefit from proactive intervention.

Though this plan does not engage heavily with Somerville Ave. frontage, relatively small
investments along this corridor will have outsized impacts on connectivity. These could
take the form of improvements to street planting and lighting, investments in shade
structures, additional wayfinding, and investments in public art.

The strength of our neighborhood of businesses relies heavily on strong relationships
between property owners and tenants. It is imperative that current tenants be given
written documentation of any verbal commitments. Our expectation is that existing
tenants in good standing would be a) guaranteed the quiet enjoyment of their current
space until new, suitable space is available b) offered a lease in new space with
appropriate terms including generous tenant improvement allowances for relocating
businesses and lease rates scaled and set appropriately to existing uses. Somernova’s
current success has been built on the reputations of the small businesses that are
tenants there. Simply put: USMS would not consider supporting future permissions for
this project if our small business community is not treated as the asset that they are or if
future negotiations are not conducted in good faith.

Lastly, the continued and lasting success of this project will rely on the Somernova
buildings being a full part of Union Square and not a campus appended to its west side.
Care and consideration should be made to ensure employees, residents, and patrons of
Somernova are folded into the wider Union Square community. To this end, office
amenities such as childcare facilities and eateries should be made available and
accessible to everyone in the community.

These zoning changes could be the first step toward exciting growth for Somerville. We
would be excited to welcome to Union Square all the individuals who would start and
grow their lives, their studios, their careers, and their businesses at Somernova. As this
process continues, we see opportunities for improvement and for Somernova to model
what responsible growth looks like: supporting the neighborhood of businesses and
residents that make Union Square such an incredible place to be.

Sincerely,



Zachary Baum
Union Square Main Street Board President

Jessica L. Eshleman
Executive Director

You, Me, Them, Us
We are in this together, Union Square.

Keep it local, keep it kind, keep Union vibin’, keep Union thrivin’
#LoveUnionSquare

Union Square Main Streets
PO Box One
Somerville, MA 02143
www.unionsquaremain.org 
Facebook / Twitter / Instagram

Madalyn Letellier > Fri, Aug 30, 2024 at 12:28
PM

To: 

Your comments have been received. They will be conveyed to the City Council at its September 12 meeting.

 

 

Madalyn Letellier

Legislative Services Manager

City of Somerville

93 Highland Avenue

Somerville, MA 02143

http://www.somervillema.gov/



 

From: Jessica Eshleman
Sent: Friday, August 30, 2024 12:25 PM
To: Planning Board v>; Public Comments .

Cc: Philip Parsons >; Zachary Baum >; V (Voravut)
Ratanakommon >; Mike Katz ; Laidy Saenz <info@quanta.llc>; Jim
McGinnis ; Jacob Taylor ; Adriana Fernandes

; Mary Cassesso >; Debbie Musnikow
>; Jen Palacio ; Union Square Main Streets

Subject: Union Square Main Streets comment on Somernova's ZTA

 

This email is from an external source. Use caution responding to it, opening attachments or clicking links.

 

[Quoted text hidden]

Zachary Baum

Union Square Main Street Board President

 

Jessica L. Eshleman
Executive Director

You, Me, Them, Us



We are in this together, Union Square.

Keep it local, keep it kind, keep Union vibin’, keep Union thrivin’

#LoveUnionSquare

 

Union Square Main Streets
PO Box One
Somerville, MA 02143
www.unionsquaremain.org 
Facebook / Twitter / Instagram

 
City	of	Somerville	Public	Records	Notice

Please	be	advised	that	the	Massachusetts	Attorney	General	has	determined	that	email	is	a	public	record
unless	the	content	of	the	email	falls	within	one	of	the	stated	exemptions	under	the	Massachusetts	Public
Records	Laws.

Planning Board Fri, Aug 30, 2024 at 12:54
PM

To: 

Received. These will be included in the comments transmitted to the Planning Board ahead of their meeting
next week.

 

 

Stephen Cary

Planner | Planning, Preservation, & Zoning

Office of Strategic Planning & Community
Development

City of Somerville

93 Highland Avenue | Somerville, MA 02143

 

Email: scary@somervillema gov

Phone: (617) 625 6600 2558*



 

*Please be advised that Staff has limited access to work
phones. The best way to reach me is via email.

 

 

 

 

From: Jessica Eshleman <jessica@unionsquaremain.org>
Sent: Friday, August 30, 2024 12:25 PM
To: Planning Board <planningboard@somervillema.gov>; Public Comments <publiccomments@somervillema.
gov>
Cc: Philip Parsons <philipjparsons@gmail.com>; Zachary Baum <zach@bowmarketsomerville.com>; V (Voravut)
Ratanakommon <spicyv@gmail.com>; Mike Katz <narishkup@gmail.com>; Laidy Saenz <info@quanta.llc>; Jim
McGinnis <jim02143@gmail.com>; Jacob Taylor <jacobstaylor@yahoo.com>; Adriana Fernandes
<afernandes@somervillema.gov>; Mary Cassesso <marycassesso02143@gmail.com>; Debbie Musnikow
<debbie.musnikow@gmail.com>; Jen Palacio <jen@tinyturnspaperie.com>; Union Square Main Streets
<usms@unionsquaremain.org>
Subject: Union Square Main Streets comment on Somernova's ZTA

 

This email is from an external source. Use caution responding to it, opening attachments or clicking links.

 

Dear members of the Somerville Planning Board and Land Use Committee,

[Quoted text hidden]

Zachary Baum



Union Square Main Street Board President

 

Jessica L. Eshleman
Executive Director

You, Me, Them, Us

We are in this together, Union Square.

Keep it local, keep it kind, keep Union vibin’, keep Union thrivin’

#LoveUnionSquare

 

Union Square Main Streets
PO Box One
Somerville, MA 02143
www.unionsquaremain.org 
Facebook / Twitter / Instagram

 
[Quoted text hidden]
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Madalyn Letellier

From: Guss, David 
Sent: Tuesday, April 1, 2025 10:53 AM
To: Madalyn Letellier
Subject: RE: [External] RE: Somanova vote NO

Dear Madalyn, thank you for alerting me to the fact that my letter concerning Somanova’s application for a special 
zoning permit was not properly signed.  I thought that as the listed sender, it would be sufficient. I appreciate your 
help in resubmitting it. Please let me know if there is anything else I need to do. 
David Guss 

 
Somerville, MA 02143 
Ward 2 
 
Subject: Somanova vote NO 
  
There’s a reason great cities of the world limit the heights of buildings. Clustered together in large sections of 
the oldest and most attractive parts of a city, these areas are as popular with tourists as they are with the families 
who have dwelled there for generations. They offer a unique livability maintained by both the architecture of 
place and the social relations that enforce them. Four to five stories is the norm. Beyond that, relations change. 
Neighborhoods become backdrops for real estate investments. But the livable city – Paris, London, Washington, 
D.C. – seem to know just how high buildings can go before they start to crumble from both inside and out.  
  
The proposal we are looking at today would radically increase the permissible height and density of the five 
buildings Rafi would like to construct. Packaged in the user friendly language of campuses and youth clubs, it’s 
a sordid proposal, barely held together by vague promises of social good. But where’s the substance? We are 
being asked to approve a proposal with no drawings or illustrations of what these massive, over-sized structures 
will look like. This is more than a little worrisome. Images of Rafi’s other local project on Somerville Ave. 
offers us little comfort. Still unoccupied, Rafi made a bet on the continued bio-tech boom. But it was a bet they 
apparently lost, at least up it till now. Will Rafi’s Somanova bet also fail? With its massive and unwelcome 
plan, we ask that the councilors make sure that it does. The project -- hopelessly cynical and poorly defined – is 
simply too big and the rewards of taking a sledge hammer to this community, far too small.    
David Guss 
Ward 2 

 
Somerville, MA 02143 
  

 
  

 
 

 
 

 




