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MEMORANDUM 

DATE: February 6, 2025 
TO: Councilor R. Lisle Baker, Chair, Zoning & Planning Committee 

Members of the Zoning & Planning Committee  

FROM: Barney Heath, Director, Department of Planning and Development  
Jennifer Caira, Deputy Director Department of Planning and Development 
Zachery LeMel, Chief of Long Range Planning 
Nora Masler, Planning Associate 

RE:  #181-24 Request for discussion and possible amendments to remove or reduce parking 
minimums for commercial uses in commercial centers 
COUNCILORS Albright, Danberg, Krintzman, and Leary requesting discussion and possible 
amendments to Newton's zoning ordinance to remove or reduce the parking minimums for 
first-floor commercial uses in commercial centers.  

MEETING: February 10, 2023 

CC: City Council 
Planning Board 
Jonathan Yeo, Chief Operating Officer 

Introduction 

Following WWII, with the rise of the automobile, cities and towns across the United States began 
incorporating minimum parking requirements into local zoning ordinances. However, Professor Donald 
Shoup, a leading scholar in analyzing the impacts of parking requirements mobility choices and 
development patterns, found little to no scientific rational for determining and establishing these 
metrics.1 Here in Newton, this discrepancy between what the zoning requires and the actual conditions 
on the ground throughout Newton’s village centers and commercial areas has led to regular special 
permit requests to waive these requirements. This is especially true when new commercial tenants seek 
to occupy space in an existing building that never had on-site parking spaces in the first place.  

City staff view this docket item as an attempt to discuss, and possibly implement, what is seen as best 
planning practice zoning amendments to remove or reduce the parking minimums required for 
commercial uses in commercial centers.2 Below, staff lay out a spectrum of options to achieve the goals 
(assist small business, make streets safer, support climate action, etc.) set forth in this docket item from 
most to least comprehensive.   

1 The Trouble with Minimum Parking Requirements - Donald Shoup, shoup.bol.ucla.edu/Trouble.pdf. Accessed 4 
Feb. 2025.  
2 “Parking Mandates Map.” Parking Reform Network, parkingreform.org/resources/mandates-map/. Accessed 4 Feb. 
2025.  
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Work To-Date 

Over the last few years, the City Council has supported minor to major zoning amendments and special 
permit requests related to parking requirements. These include: 

• No minimum parking requirements for commercial uses in the Village Center Overlay District 
(VCOD) and minimal requirements for residential uses. This has thus far made it easier for 
several local restaurants to expand seating or more quickly commence operations. 

• A new zoning use for breweries and other craft beverages with minimal parking requirements 

• An updated zoning use for “Business Incubator” and “Place of Amusement” with minimal 
parking requirements 

• The removal of parking requirements for outdoor dining 

• A multi-site blanket parking waiver for Piccadilly Square in Newton Centre 

• Regular special permit waivers for new commercial uses in existing buildings 

Possible Zoning Interventions 

The following zoning interventions laid out below are for the City Council’s consideration. Each 
intervention is kept to a broad overview. Based on which intervention(s) receive Councilor support, staff 
will provide further analysis and specific amendments at a future Zoning and Planning (ZAP) meeting. 

Option 1 – Remove all parking requirements of non-residential uses 

o Makes it easier for small/local businesses looking to locate in Newton or for existing 
business to expand or change as needed 

o Allows for better site design and financial feasibility of new development 

o Less parking required/provided can lead to the use of alternate modes of 
transportation that are more sustainable 

o Private businesses know their parking needs better than local government 

Option 2 – Remove/exempt parking requirements for non-residential uses within specific zoning districts 
(i.e. BU1/2, MU4, etc.) 

o See option 1 

o More targeted to certain geographies (i.e. village centers) and not others (i.e. Needham 
Street) that are more car dependent 

Option 3 – Remove/exempt parking requirements for all ground floor non-residential uses 

• See option 1 

• Targets creating an “active” street life, which most people associate with a village center 

• Could be blanket or up to a certain size to promote smaller businesses 

• Directly aligns with the docket item 

• Could be combined with Option 2 for targeted geographies 
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Option 4 – Remove/reduce parking requirements for only certain non-residential uses 

• Incentivizes specific “desired” uses over others 

• More targeted, meaning other more vehicular dependent uses still have a requirement 

Option 5 – Align parking requirements with certain uses (i.e. update restaurant to match retail) 

• Would address typical special permits that involve existing spaces changing uses that have more 
parking requirements than then previous use 

• Most limited in scope 

Next Steps 

Staff look forward to the discussion at the upcoming ZAP meeting and will further research possible 
zoning amendments based on the input received.  
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