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How the Alewife Scenarios Workshop will run:

Questions and Answers
7:00 pm

Q&A about the different 
scenarios, their implications, and 
how they differ.

Scenario Stations
7:15 pm

Participants visit a station for 
each scenario and discuss 
the elements they like or 
dislike. 

Welcome!
6:00 pm

An overview of the Envision Cambridge process, and its 
particular focus on Alewife. Learn about the structure of 
this Scenarios Workshop, and how we will incorporate 
your thoughts and concerns into the Alewife planning 
process moving forward.

Presentation of Draft Scenarios
6:15 pm

A detailed review of draft development 
scenarios for Alewife, including an analysis 
of development under current conditions.

Reconvene, Discussion,   
and Next Steps
7:45 pm

What do you like or dislike about 
these scenarios? What would you 
like to see more of?  Is anything 
missing? What components are 
crucial to the future of Alewife?



The Tobin School, February 8, 2017Envision Cambridge Alewife Scenarios Workshop

Affordable Housing (Income-
restricted): Housing is considered 
"affordable" when the tenant or home-
owner pays no more than 30% of 
their gross income for housing costs. 
Affordable housing in Cambridge serves 
low-, moderate-, and middle-income 
households, with most programs target-
ed to households earning less than 80% 
of Area Median Income adjusted for 
household size. 

Area Median Income (AMI): The 
median income for residents of the 
Boston metropolitan region (as defined 
by the Census Bureau). For the pur-
poses of income-restricted affordable 
housing, AMI is adjusted annually by 
the US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development.

Buffer zone: land that acts as a buffer 
between uses of different density or 
intensity and compatibility.

Density: the number of dwelling units 
per acre of land permitted by the City’s 
Zoning Ordinance.

Floor Area Ratio (FAR): measure-
ment that limits how intensively a lot 
may be built upon which indirectly con-
trols building volume. FAR is calculated 
by dividing the gross floor area of the 
building by the area of the lot. 

Fiscal Impacts: measurement of the 
difference between government reve-
nues and government expenditures.

Relevant Planning TermsI. Zoning in Cambridge 

The Cambridge Zoning Ordinance is the 
law which governs how land and 
buildings in the city may be used. While 
zoning is a local law, adopted by the 
City Council, the local regulations and 
procedures must comply with the State 
Zoning Act (Chapter 40A of the General 
Laws of the Commonwealth). 

Because zoning sets the “rules of the 
game” for land and building use, the 
Ordinance is a statement of the City’s 
official policy toward physical develop-
ment and redevelopment. As municipal 
policy toward physical development and 
redevelopment changes over time, the 
Zoning Ordinance is amended to reflect 
these changes. Cambridge first adopted 
zoning in 1924 and it has amended the 
Ordinance over 150 times since then. 
An amendment may affect only a 
section of one neighborhood, or it may 
affect properties citywide. Since zoning 
regulations have a significant impact on 
an individual property, anyone who 
occupies, uses, purchases, or leases 
property in the city should be familiar 
with the rules applicable to its use and 
to the use of other land in the vicinity. 

This booklet has been prepared by the 
Cambridge Community Development 
Department to provide a summary of the 
Zoning Ordinance. It also introduces the 
municipal agencies responsible for 
zoning.

II. Zoning Regulations: 
what, where and how much 

The Zoning Ordinance defines what 
people may and may not do with their 
property. There are two parts to the 
Ordinance, the map and the text. 

The Zoning Map divides the city into 
zoning districts. It shows district 
boundaries that have been described in 
legally precise terms when an area is 
zoned or rezoned. 

The Zoning Ordinance Text spells out 
the regulations for each class of district. 
Each regulation usually applies to all 
locations within a given district classifi-
cation. Four principal types of regula-
tions may be found in the text of the 
ordinance: use, dimensional, parking 
and special regulations. The text also 
describes the procedures for enforcing 
and administering those regulations. 

Use Regulations specify which types of 
land use (e.g. apartment building, store, 
restaurant, warehouse) may be located 
in each zoning district. The Ordinance 
contains a Table of Use Regulations 
listing over one hundred different land 
use types. For each type, in each class 
of district, the table specifies whether 
that use is allowed as-of-right, prohib-
ited or conditionally permitted. A 
conditionally allowed use will be 
permitted only if granted a special 
permit, as described in the fourth part of 
this booklet. 

Dimensional Regulations limit the 
intensity of activity and the size and 
location of buildings on a piece of land. 
These regulations specify maximum 
gross floor area, density, height and 
minimum yards and open space. 
Floor area ratio (FAR) limits how 
intensively a lot may be built upon. 
Indirectly it controls building volume. 
FAR is the gross floor area of the 

building divided by the area of the lot. 
Areas devoted to parking, to building 
mechanical systems and certain other 
areas are not counted when calculating 
gross floor area, Business districts such 
as Harvard Square and Central Square 
have much larger FAR limits than most 
residential neighborhoods. The accom-
panying diagrams show how floor area 
ratio allowances are applied. 

1

g Floor Area Ratio

Source: The Zoning Guide: A User Guide 
to the City of Cambridge Zoning Ordinance, 
2nd edition, updated Fall 2004, Cambridge 
Community Development Department
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h Floodplain

Source: A Planners Dictionary, 
edited by Michael Davidson and 
Fay Dolnick, American Planning 
Association Pkanning Advisory 
Service Report Number 521/522

187

(1) A relatively flat or low land area ad-
joining a river, stream, or watercourse
which is subject to partial or complete
inundation; or, (2) an area subject to the
unusual and rapid accumulation of run-
off or surface waters from any source.
(Blacksburg, Va.)

The areas adjoining a watercourse at or
below the water surface elevation associ-
ated with the regional flood that have
been or hereafter may be covered by the
regional flood. (St. Paul, Minn.)

The special flood hazard lands adjoining
a watercourse, whose surface elevation is
lower than the base flood elevation, that
are subject to periodic inundation during
floods. (Glen Ellyn, Ill.)

■$floodplain compensatory storage

An artificially excavated, hydraulically
equivalent volume of storage . . . used to
balance the loss of natural flood storage
capacity when artificial fill or structures
are placed within the floodplain. The un-
compensated loss of natural floodplain
storage can increase off-site floodwater
elevations and flows. (Schaumburg, Ill.)

■$floodplain development###Under
floodplain regulations, any public or pri-
vate construction or activity that changes
the basic character or the topography of
the land on which the construction or ac-
tivity occurs, including but not limited to
any man-made change to improved or
unimproved real estate, [or] construction
or substantial improvement of buildings
or other structures. Development in-
cludes mining, dredging, filling, grading,
paving, excavation, or drilling operations;
and all dams, reservoirs, walls, embank-
ments, berms, levees, dikes, piles, abut-
ments, projections, channel rectification,

roads, bridges, culverts, excavations, and
fills. (Boulder County, Colo.)

Any man-made change to improved or
unimproved real estate, including but not
limited to buildings or other structures,
mining, dredging, filling, grading, pav-
ing, excavation, or drilling operations,
located within the area of special flood
hazard. (Deschutes County, Ore.)

Any man-made change to improved or
unimproved real estate including but not
limited to buildings or other structures,
mining, dredging, filling, grading, pav-
ing, excavation or dwelling operations, or
storage of equipment or materials.
(Blacksburg, Va.)

■$floodplain development, anticipated

Full potential urbanization of the contrib-
uting watershed, considering the future
land use plan and the reasonable assump-
tion that in considering the effects of a
proposed development in a floodplain
area that there will be an equal degree of
encroachment extending for a significant
reach on both sides of the stream or wa-
ter course. (Lancaster, Ohio)

■$floodplain, dry land access###A ve-
hicular access route which is above the
regional flood elevation and which con-
nects land located in the floodplain to
land which is outside the floodplain, such
as a road with its surface above the re-
gional flood elevation and wide enough
to accommodate wheeled vehicles.
(Waukesha, Wisc.)

■$floodplain encroachment###Any de-
velopment, stockpile, refuse, or matter in,
along, across, or projecting into any flood-
plain which might impede, retard, or
change the direction of a flow of water,
either by itself or by catching or collect-

ing debris carried by such water. The term
“floodplain encroachment” shall not in-
clude any device or structure reasonably
necessary for flood control or prevention.
(Boulder County, Colo.)

A method of determining the location of
floodway boundaries so that floodplain
lands on both sides of a stream are capable
of conveying a proportionate share of
flood flows. (Jordan, Minn.)

■$floodplain island###A natural geo-
logic land formation within the floodplain
that is surrounded, but not covered, by
floodwater during the occurrence of the
regional flood. (Cudahy, Wisc.)

■$floodplain management###An overall
program of corrective and preventive
measures for reducing flood damages and
promoting the wise use of floodplains,
including but not limited to emergency
preparedness plans, flood control works,
flood proofing, and floodplain manage-
ment regulations. (Iowa City, Iowa; Wash-

ington County, Ark.)

The operation of an overall program of
corrective and preventive measures for
reducing flood damage, including but not
limited to emergency preparedness plans,
flood control works, floodplain manage-
ment regulations, and open space lands.
(Truckee, Calif.)

■$floodplain management regula-

tions###Zoning ordinances, subdivision
regulations, building codes, health regu-
lations, special-purpose ordinances (such
as a floodplain ordinance, grading ordi-
nance, and erosion control ordinance),
and other applications of police power.
The term describes such state or local
regulations, in any combination thereof,
that provide standards for the purpose of
flood damage prevention and reduction.
(Washington County, Ark.)

■$floodplain obstruction###A dam, wall,
wharf, embankment, levee, dike, pike,
pile, abutment, projection, excavation,
channel modification, culvert, building,
wire, fence, stockpile, refuse, fill, struc-
ture, or matter in, along, across, or pro-
jecting, into any channel, watercourse, or
regulatory floodplain which may impede,
retard, or change the direction of the flow
of water, either in itself or by catching or

floodplain compensatory storage floodplain obstruction

floodplain
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Floodplain: the land area susceptible 
to inundation by water as a result of 
flood. 

10-Year floodplain / 10% Storm: a 
flood that has a ten-percent chance of 
occurring in any given year.
100-Year floodplain / 1% Storm: 
a flood that has a one-percent chance 
of occurring in any given year.

Flood-prone area: land area adjoining 
a body of water for which a floodway 
and floodplain has not been deter-
mined with respect to any specific flood 
frequency, but for which the potential 
for flooding can be identified by soils, 
geological evidence, or other data.

Land use: the type of use activity 
occurring on a land parcel or within a 
building situated upon a land parcel. 
Use may include, but are not limited 
to, residential, commercial, industrial, 
institutional, and open space. 

Plinth / Podium: a base or platform on 
which a structure rests. In architecture, 
this is often the first floor of the build-
ing raised to allow for parking and/or 
retail uses on the ground.

Setback: the distance between the 
building and street right-of-way or lot 
lines. The Zoning Ordinance specifies 
minimum front, side and rear yard set-
backs for residential and office districts 
and for some business and industrial 
districts. 

Stormwater management: any 
management technique, apparatus, or 
facility that controls or manages the 
path, storage, or rate of release of storm-
water runoff. Management may happen 
through sewers, retention or detention 
basins, drainage channels, drainage 
swales, inlet or outlet structures, or 
other similar facilities.

Swales (also bioswales): a broad 
natural man-made depression, running 
parallel to the right-of-way, between 
the pavement and the sidewalks with 
the purpose of containing storm runoff 
from streets.

Tax revenue: revenues generated 
from taxes on income and profits, levied 
on goods and services, payroll taxes, 
taxes on the ownership and transfer of 
property, and other.

Trip generation:  The total number of 
trip ends produced by a specific land use 
or activity. 

Transitional zone: Land that is in the 
process of changing from one predomi-
nant use to another, successional use or 
from one common social or economic, 
characteristic to another. 

Planning Terms sources:

https://quizlet.com/53096674/site-planning-design-
terminology-flash-cards/

http://www.galvestontx.gov/DocumentCenter/View/2265

http://planning.utah.gov/FiscalImpacts/PDFs/manual_
may3.pdf 

https://www.cambridgema.govw/~/media/Files/CDD/
ZoningDevel/zoningguide/zguide.ashx -

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/01/25/nyregion/a-guide-to-
flood-resistant-building-terms.html

http://www.designing-education.com/Baltimoretextbook.
html

Please help us make the work-
shops better!
What do you think about the scenarios shown today? What 
else would you like to know about the scenarios?


