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PUBLIC HEARING MEMORANDUM 
DATE: January 24, 2025 

MEETING DATE: February 4, 2025 

TO: City Council 

FROM: Barney Heath, Director of Planning and Development 
Jennifer Caira, Deputy Director of Planning and Development 
Katie Whewell, Chief Planner for Current Planning 
 

COPIED:  Mayor Ruthanne Fuller 
  Jonah Temple, Deputy City Solicitor 

SUBJECT: #7-25 Request to amend Special Permit #426-18 to eliminate five buildings, convert 
Building 1 from office space to residential use, increase the number of residential 
units by 22 units, modify building designs of certain proposed buildings, and alter 
surface and structured parking at 55 Tower Road, also known as 400 Main Street, 
Ward 5, Newton Upper Falls, on land known as Section 51 Block 28 Lot 05, containing 
approximately 22.6 acres of land in a district zoned BUSINESS4. Ref: Secs. 7.3.3, 5.13, 
and 5.13.7 of Chapter 30 of the City of Newton Rev Zoning Ord, 2017. 

Project Link: https://newtonma.viewpointcloud.com/locations/128106  
 

The purpose of this memorandum is to provide the City Council and the public with technical information and 
planning analysis which may be useful in the special permit decision-making process.  

The Planning Department's intention is to provide a balanced view of the issues with the information it has at 
the time of the public hearing. There may be other information presented at or after the public hearing that 
the City Council will want to consider in its discussion at a subsequent Public Hearing/Working Session. 
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Background 
 
The petitioner, Northland Pattern District LLC, is seeking to amend a previously approved 
special permit to allow changes to the program of the site as well as minor modifications to 
buildings and the overall site plan. The subject site is located in Newton Upper Falls within a 
block of land situated on the west side of Needham Street, north side of Oak Street, and east 
of the Upper Falls Greenway. With the issuance of a building permit and subsequent ongoing 
construction of a splash park associated with the initial approval, the special permit and 
rezoning to Business 4 (BU-4) have been exercised. 
 
Since the approval of the initial special permit and rezoning to the Business 4 (BU-4) zoning 
district, a considerable amount of site work has taken place and continues to occur. This work 
includes utility work (sewer, drainage, water, communications and electric) installed along the 
following streets internal to the site: Carden Lane, Charlemont Street, Foundry Way and most 
of Main Street. Additional work is ongoing around protection of the culvert, clean up and 
restoration around South Meadow Brook at the rear of the site, and installation of stormwater 
systems. 
 
Due to reduced demand for office space since the global pandemic and rise in remote working 
conditions, the petitioner is revisiting the overall mix of uses within the project. They propose 
to eliminate a significant amount of area approved for office use and increase the number of 
residential units within the overall project by 22 residential units, for a total of 822 residential 
units. With this change, they propose to eliminate buildings 9, 10, 11, 12, 14 and a portion of 
building 8.  With the elimination of buildings 9-12, they propose constructing a 124-stall 
surface parking lot between Building 5 and the Upper Falls Greenway to the northwest. 
Overall, as proposed, the project will also see a reduction in parking stalls from 1,350 spaces 
to 1,070 spaces. 

 
The Planning Department has engaged with a team of on call consultants to review the revised 
traffic study, stormwater system, and site design with the portions of the project that are 
changing. Planning will work closely with the Committee leadership to determine the schedule 
and topics of subsequent hearings. 
 

 
I. Prior Special Permit 

Special Permit #426-18 (issued in 2020) approved sixteen buildings on 22.6 acres, allowing for 
800 residential units and a mix of commercial space including office, retail, restaurant, and 
health club. Building 1, the Sacco-Pettee Mill, was to include 193,200 square feet of office 
space. The approval pointed to the benefits the project will bring to the Needham Street 
corridor and Newton Upper Falls Village Center. The structures and uses were found to be 

https://vpc3uploadedfiles.blob.core.windows.net/vpc3-files/newtonma/Recorded_Order_426-18.Recorded_Land.Northland_Mon_Dec_2_2024_14-15-44.pdf?sp=r&sv=2017-11-09&sr=b&st=2025-01-24T16%3A11%3A23Z&se=2025-01-24T17%3A11%3A23Z&sig=7aWYBiBwf%2BdwoeI264d9UKCWBdMbZ5YiOBSpECARaVo%3D
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consistent with guiding planning documents such as the Comprehensive Plan and Needham 
Street Area Vision Plan (2018). Prior to the construction, the parcels consisted largely of 
impervious areas and commercial and industrial buildings. The approved project would add 
areas of public open space, as well as buildings for residential and commercial use. In the 
approval, the overall site design was found to be pedestrian centric, allowed for increased 
visibility of entrances, and reduced the number of vehicular access points to Needham Street. 
Additional findings described improved connectivity to the Upper Falls Village Center and 
Greenway and that the density and mix of uses will promote a vibrant pedestrian environment 
and streetscape. 
 
Special Permit #426-18 contained overarching conditions of approval that govern the 
petitioner’s responsibilities around the design review process, community benefits, residential 
unit affordability, construction, sustainability, parking, traffic mitigation and trip reduction 
obligations. The most complex conditions fall under the traffic and trip reduction obligations 
(conditions 59-71) where the petitioner agreed to certain trip reduction obligations to mitigate 
the traffic impacts of the project. The conditions set forth a Maximum Trip Count with 
compliance to be verified by the Department of Planning and Development once a qualified 
professional conducted counts in accordance with the Trip Count Methodology. Compliance 
with the maximum trip count would have begun at the issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy 
(CO) for the 400th residential unit which equates to 50% of the residential units approved 
under the original project. Condition 65 outlines the enforcement mechanism should the 
project exceed the maximum trip count. Condition 65 outlines a TDM Investment amount of 
$1.5 million in implementing the TDM Work Plan as well an Additional Investment Amount 
which is required if the Maximum Trip Count is exceeded, for which there was no limit. Lastly, 
the Decision required a contractual agreement between the petitioner and the city prior to 
the issuance of the first building permit for a residential building. As no residential building 
permits have been issued, the contractual agreement set forth in Condition 65 has not been 
submitted.  

 
II. Criteria to Consider and Zoning Relief 

With the proposed modifications to the approved project, there is no additional zoning relief 
necessitated that has not already been granted under the original special permit.  
 
CRITERIA 
When reviewing the request, the Council should consider: 
 

1. The specific site is an appropriate location for proposed amendment to Special Permit 
#426-18, which amends the approved site plan and mix of uses. 

2. The proposed amendment that modifies the approved site plan and mix of uses will 
not adversely affect the neighborhood. 
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3. There will be no nuisance or serious hazard to vehicles or pedestrians; 
4. Access to the site over streets is appropriate for the types and numbers of vehicles 

involved. 
 

Due to the nature of the amendment and Housing Choice Act of Massachusetts, this 
amendment is subject to a simple majority vote of the City Council. In consultation with 
the Law Department, Planning notes that only the portion of the project that is proposed 
to change under this amendment is within the purview of the Council. 

 
III. Modifications 

 
The petitioner seeks to modify the site plan and adjust the mix of uses on site. The 
previously approved plans consisted of 16 buildings in total. With the revised plans, five 
of the approved buildings will be eliminated and there will be a significant reduction in 
office square footage, leaving 5,000 square feet dedicated to medical office use.  
 
 

Use Approved (2020) Proposed (2024) Change 
Office  193,200 square feet 5,000 square feet 

(Medical Office) 
-188,200 square feet 
(-97%) 

 
Residential  

 
800 units 

 
822 units 

 
+22 units (+2.75%) 

Retail 115,114 square feet 96,061 square feet 
 

-19,053 square feet 
(-16%) 

 
In the prior approval, Building 1, the Sacco-Pettee Mill building was contemplated entirely 
for office space at 193,200 square feet. The petitioner is proposing to adapt the mill 
building entirely for a 100-unit residential building. One modification is proposed to the 
internal elevation of Building 1 which faces both “Mill Park” and Building 3, which will 
allow for an entry vestibule due to the change to residential use for this building. 
 
A portion of the western side of Building 8, a mixed-use building, is proposed to be 
eliminated in exchange for open space.  
 
Buildings 9-12 were approved along the western edge of the site bordering the Upper 
Falls Greenway and were approved as residential. Those are proposed to be eliminated 
in exchange for a 124-stall surface parking facility. 
 
Building 13 was contemplated during the initial permitting process but was eliminated 
prior to the approval of Special Permit #426-18. Building 13 is not included in the five 
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buildings proposed to be eliminated from this iteration of the project. 
 
Building 14 was to be located along Oak Street at the southwest corner of the site and 
approved with six townhouse style residential units. Building 14 is proposed to be 
eliminated in exchange for additional open space on site. 
 
The petitioner also proposes to reduce the overall parking count from 1,350 parking stalls 
to 1,070 parking stalls. The reduction in parking is due to a reduction in underground 
parking as well as above grade garage parking, and the reduced parking demand from the 
elimination of the office space. While surface parking is proposed to be added, the overall 
impervious cover of the site is decreasing. The petitioner did not provide a calculation but 
stated the current proposal further reduces the impervious cover on site by 1.1 acres. 
 

IV. Areas of Study/Areas of Concern 

The City has contracts with on-call consultants to aid in the review of the amendment. City 
staff have engaged Beta, NBBJ, and Horsley Witten to review only the portions of the project 
which are changing under the proposed amendment regarding their professional subject 
matter. 

 
A.   Transportation 

 
Trip Generation 
 
The submitted Traffic Impact and Access Study (TIAS) indicates that the new program is 
expected to result in significantly less traffic generated by the site due to the new mix of 
uses and the significant reduction in commercial uses (office and retail).  The proposed 
Project is expected to generate 947 fewer average weekday daily trips than the previously 
approved Project. Under the previously approved project, the weekday morning 
anticipated 282 trips entering and 213 exiting; under the proposed project, that number 
drops to 142 entering and increases to 245 exiting.  The weekday evening peak under the 
approved project anticipated 238 vehicles entering and 326 exiting. Under the proposed 
project, 212 vehicles are expected to enter the site and 179 anticipated to exit, a 31% 
reduction. Saturday midday anticipated 318 vehicles entering and 299 exiting, that 
number drops 22% to 254 entering and 230 exiting. All but one timeframe provided 
anticipates an overall reduction in vehicles entering and exiting, with the highest 
reduction during the weekday evening. VHB (development team) notes that when the 
project was approved the 10th edition of the ITE Trip Generation Manual was used, the 
figures noted in this memorandum utilize the information provided under the updated 
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11th edition of the ITE Trip Generation Manual. VHB notes that ITE updates the Trip 
Generation Manual over time as new data sources are collected and older data is 
removed. The 11th edition of the ITE Trip Generation Manual was released in 2021. 
 
Shuttle 
 
To help reduce single occupancy vehicle trips to and from the site, the petitioner is 
maintaining the public shuttle service but with a reduced schedule. The shuttle service 
will phase in until full occupancy and is proposed to operate Monday through Friday 
during the peak morning and evening periods with a frequency of approximately every 20 
minutes.   
 
Beta is contracted to review the Transportation Impact and Access Study and other traffic 
and transportation related materials submitted by the Petitioner. Their scope includes 
paying particular attention to trip generation, traffic study methodology, proposed 
Transportation Demand Measures (TDM), shuttle schedule and operations and surface 
parking facility design and operation. 

 
B. Open Space and Surface Parking 

 
The petitioner is proposing to eliminate buildings 9-12 at the western edge of the site as 
well as building 14 at the southwest corner of the site. The elimination of the five buildings 
opens up a significant portion of the western side of the site. In place of buildings 9-12, 
the petitioner proposes a 124-stall surface parking lot. The elimination of Building 14 
opens the southwest corner of the site to additional open space. 
 
The Planning Department has contracted with NBBJ, an architecture and design firm, to 
review the newly proposed open space where Building 14 was contemplated, and the 
portion of Building 8 that will be eliminated to allow for additional open space. Their 
scope of work also includes reviewing the project’s transition to the Upper Falls Greenway 
with particular attention to proposed surface parking and its lighting levels and 
landscaping. 
 

C. Stormwater Systems 
 
A considerable amount of site work and investment is ongoing to prepare for the eventual 
vertical construction of the site. Horsley Witten has been brought on to review any 
changes to the applicant’s drainage plans, stormwater analyses, and flood storage 
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analyses per the Engineer’s and DEP’s requirements, review the applicant’s stormwater 
phosphorus removal calculations and to review the applicant’s utility and grading plans. 
As much of this work has been completed, this review should be relatively limited in 
scope.  
 

V. ANALYSIS 

Planning notes that since 2020, the greater Boston region has witnessed a reduced 
demand for office space as more flexible working arrangements are normalized because 
of the pandemic. As a result, the real estate and development industries have had to 
adapt to the changing market where many recently completed office and lab spaces 
remain vacant. The Planning Department is disappointed that office space is no longer 
viable here, but encouraged that this project is being revisited before any vertical 
construction is underway that would leave office space underutilized or vacant. This is an 
opportune moment to rethink the programming of the site due to market conditions. 
Regionally, office to residential conversion programs are gaining traction in areas like 
Downtown Boston, where approximately 700 units are beginning the regulatory 
permitting process for conversion to residential use, further demonstrating the reduced 
demand for office space. It is reasonable that this project is opting instead for a majority 
residential project as the regional need for housing is significant, and office uses are less 
viable in suburban communities than they were five years ago. 
 
Residential uses tend to be less intense uses in terms of traffic and tend to be more 
distributed throughout the day than the typical office workday of morning and evening 
peak hours. The Comprehensive Plan states that intensive, well planned corridor 
development is anticipated and welcomed on Needham Street, as long as it is integrated 
with and helps produce transportation and other enhancements to make the impact of 
that development a positive one (p 3-6).  
 
Needham Street Vision Plan 
 
The Needham Street Vision Plan (Plan), adopted by the City Council as an amendment to 
the Comprehensive Plan in 2018, sets forth key policy goals and objectives to guide 
development in the Needham Street Corridor. The Plan emphasizes Needham Street’s  
location as a gateway into Newton from the west and functions as an independent, 
distinct district from Newton Highlands and Upper Falls. The Plan notes the 
environmental goals as this is one of the most paved areas in the City. The lack of pervious 
surfaces places the area at a higher risk to the effects of climate change. The approved 

https://www.newtonma.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/34530/637280012649670000
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project furthers the goals of this portion of the Plan by significantly reducing impervious 
area on the site. The proposed amendments also result in a further reduction in 
impervious area, however, the surface parking that is proposed should carefully consider 
the goals of the Needham Street Vision Plan to control stormwater runoff and mitigate 
effects from increased paving, such as plantings and sustainable materials.  
 
Transportation goals in the Plan emphasize improving safety and accessibility. The Plan 
mentions the MassDOT improvements that are underway including multimodal 
accommodations, traffic safety and operations, and transit operations. The 
improvements include widening the roadway, new pavement, raised bike lanes, new 
sidewalks, a shared use path for bikes and pedestrians, new traffic signals at existing 
locations, two new traffic signal locations, and storm water improvements. These 
improvements further support the increased density and more intense use of the 
development above the existing conditions of the site (vacant). 
 
Land Use and Housing 
 
Providing a diversity of housing choices is highlighted as necessary in the Plan to support 
the desired diversity of commercial uses and the range of employee incomes. Under the 
revised proposal, the project will contribute 822 housing units, with 144 of the units 
designated as affordable, thus the proposed project meets this important goal of the 
Needham Street Vision Plan. 

 
The City published a Housing Needs Analysis and Strategic Recommendations in June 
2016. The report notes housing diversity is limited, with the majority (70%) of the housing 
stock being either single family dwellings or condominium units. Duplexes/triplexes make 
up another 21% of the City’s current housing supply, offering a mix of owner and renter 
occupied housing options. The addition of 22 residential units and allowing the project to 
move forward with reduced office space, is consistent with the City’s Housing Goals set 
forth in the Housing Needs Analysis and Comprehensive Plan. In the prior approval for 
this project, the project was found to be consistent with the report which identified the 
site as “potentially suitable for medium/high density mixed-use/multifamily residential 
development.” 
 
Overall, the project is changing marginally with the reduction of five buildings in favor of 
open space and a surface parking area. The addition of 22 units and the reduction of 
188,200 square feet (-97%) of office space are unlikely to have a significant or detrimental 
impact on Needham Street. Should this project be approved, the 822 residential units and 

https://www.mass.gov/info-details/about-the-needham-newton-corridor-project
https://www.newtonma.gov/home/showpublisheddocument/41602/637418380094000000
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remaining retail space will still add important vitality and foot traffic to the Needham 
Street Corridor and the project is still providing open space and key public amenities, such 
as the splash park and mobility hub. The fact remains that this development takes an 
underutilized heat island and transforms it into much needed housing and retail space 
with public amenities. 
 
The Planning Department wants to ensure the proposed 124-stall surface parking and the 
transition to the Upper Falls Greenway is done thoughtfully and appropriately with its 
design, landscaping and lighting levels. While the parking can provide additional parking 
for the splash park, it should not detract from the neighboring Upper Falls Greenway and 
should be designed in a way that furthers climate goals. 
 

VI. ADDITIONAL INFORMATION AND MATERIALS 

The Planning Department will incorporate the review in analysis from its on-call 
consultants into subsequent memorandums and will work closely with the Council 
throughout the public process. 


