
Zoning and Planning Committee Report 
 

City of Newton 
In City Council 

 
Wednesday, July 9, 2025 

 
Present: Councilors Baker (Chair), Oliver, Albright, Wright, Krintzman, Kalis, Getz, and Danberg 
 
Also Present: Councilors Lucas, Farrell, Malakie, Laredo, and Kelley 
 
City Staff: Deputy Director of Planning Jen Caira, Senior Assistant City Solicitor Andrew Lee,  
Economic Development Director John Sisson, Senior Planner Nora Masler, and Chief of Long 
Range Planning Zack LeMel  
 
Others Present: Economic Development Commission Chair Chuck Tanowitz and Vice Chair Jane 
Obbagy 
 
All agendas and reports, both past and present can be found at the following link: Zoning & 
Planning Committee | City of Newton, MA (newtonma.gov) 
 
For more information regarding this meeting, a video recording can be found at the following 
link: Zoning & Planning Committee - July 9, 2025  
 
#80-25  Requesting discussion on the current state of Newton’s commercial office 

space 
COUNCILORS LUCAS, OLIVER, WRIGHT, MALAKIE, GETZ, LAREDO, KALIS, 
LOBOVITS, and FARRELL requesting a discussion with the Director of Planning & 
Development and the Economic Development Director focused on, but not 
limited to, new commercial office leases signed within the past three years, the 
current commercial office space that is available to lease, office tenants that 
have left Newton or have downsized, and strategies to recruit new commercial 
office tenants to Newton.  

Action:  Zoning & Planning Held 7-0 (Councilor Danberg Not Voting)  
 
Note:  Economic Development Director John Sisson and Deputy Director of Planning 
Jen Caira joined the committee to discuss this item and shared the attached presentation. 
Please see additional attached memo provided ahead of the meeting. Mr. Sisson explained 
that while the City does request information from commercial office building owners, they are 
not obligated to provide information. He noted that the Planning Department does have a 
consultant, Camoin, working on economic development and they have access to Costar. Mr. 
Sisson gave an overview of Newton’s current commercial landscape, some of the City’s 

https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/zoning-planning-committee
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/zoning-planning-committee
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7hzowXbUBsg&list=PLqJiDbsvfNjVeJmlcTaLj6ThJcNU7UtWB
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strengths in attracting business, some regional and local challenges relating to the commercial 
market space, some recent policy and operational accomplishments, and some policy 
opportunities for the future. These include modernizing commercial use definitions, adapting 
to newer uses, reviewing antiquated uses, streamlining application processes, and adjusting 
regulations to appropriate levels of control. Additionally, updating the zoning of commercial 
areas and specific properties to align with current uses, and supporting important industry 
clusters and employment anchors like Newton-Wellesley Hospital and educational institutions. 
Mr. Sisson introduced members of the Economic Development Commission (EDC), Chuck 
Tanowitz and Jane Obbagy. Mr. Tanowitz encouraged councilors to think about how the City 
can make itself more attractive to business and what changes need to be made to make the 
City a more attractive place to open a business. Mr. Tanowitz and Ms. Obbagy explained that 
the EDC has a working group focused on studying the current permitting regulations and how 
those can be streamlined.  
 
A councilor encouraged the committee to spend more time understanding what has happened 
to the office market over recent years and proposed additional docket items to address some 
of the policy opportunities Mr. Sisson mentioned.  
 
A councilor expressed support for additional docket items and noted that attracting and 
retaining businesses are separate efforts. The same councilor asked what other cities are doing 
and what ideas Mr. Sisson has for the future. Mr. Sisson noted that looking at different stages 
of business development could be beneficial and eliminating some time-consuming permitting 
steps like what triggers a special permit or parking requirements could be opportunity areas. 
The same councilor encouraged both short and long-term thinking on this issue. Ms. Obbagy 
noted a subcommittee of the EDC is working on communication and marketing to identify how 
to attract more businesses to the City. Mr. Tanowitz noted some other challenges the City 
faces including not having an economic development corporation, geographic challenges in 
setting up a business improvement district the way the State has defined it, and other policies 
communities are implementing that if enacted in Newton, might favor one village over 
another. The Chair asked the Planning Department and the EDC to do some outreach to the 
Chamber of Commerce.  
 
A councilor asked for an update on the Economic Development Plan update and if this plan 
would help create a framework for how to move forward on this issue.  
 
A councilor asked the Planning Department if they were still planning to change zoning parcel 
by parcel and what the timeline was on that. Ms. Caira noted there are some active docket 
items regarding manufacturing areas and allowing for more uses. She also mentioned that 
some parcels may be rezoned by the parcel owner initiating it through the special permit 
process.  
 
A councilor expressed gratitude for the amount of information that was available in the memo 
provided by Mr. Sisson and asked how the City could get more data to then be able to 
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measure how effective future policy changes are compared to baseline data. The same 
councilor encouraged the Planning Department and the EDC to identify simple changes that 
would make the City more business-friendly and bring them to the committee to consider. Mr. 
Sisson agreed that more data is important and highlighted the NewGov platform as a future 
source for more data.  
 
A councilor noted a report Camoin did regarding the Northland development and encouraged 
the committee, the EDC, and the Planning Department to identify companies that might be 
looking to downsize their office space and help to make Newton an attractive place for them 
to consider.  
 
Mr. Sisson and Mr. Tanowitz noted that there is some information on commercial leases that is 
not publicly available and so data may not tell the whole story of what is happening in Newton 
with commercial leases.  
 
Ms. Caira noted that many office or commercial buildings in the City have existing special 
permits on them so any major changes would require an amendment to that special permit 
which would take time.  
 
A councilor expressed support for the EDC’s efforts.  
 
A councilor asked if the Planning Department has seen any recent VCOD activity in Newton 
Center.  Ms. Caira said they were starting to, but it had been slower than they had hoped. She 
noted one commercial project has been completed and a couple residential projects that have 
been proposed. The same councilor encouraged the Planning Department to consider what 
incentives can be built into the VCOD system to make it more attractive for businesses. Ms. 
Caira noted that it is currently a challenging economic climate for larger projects. 
 
Mr. Sisson expressed support for a data collection project around tracking special permits on 
existing commercial spaces. A councilor suggested including the City’s Archivist in these 
efforts.  
 
Committee members voted 7-0 with Councilor Danberg not voting on a motion to hold from 
Councilor Kalis. 
 
#295-24 Discussion on Parking in Village Centers 

COUNCILORS ALBRIGHT, LAREDO, OLIVER, GETZ, FARRELL, LUCAS, GREENBERG, 
KELLEY, HUMPHREY, MALAKIE, DOWNS, LOBOVITS, KRTINZMAN, AND MICLEY 
requesting a discussion on the parking needs in our commercial village centers 
with the Planning Director, the Commissioner of Public Works, and appropriate 
staff from both departments. This discussion should focus on (a) the perceived 
parking needs in our commercial village centers; (b) a review of past parking 
studies in Newton's commercial village centers, subsequent implementation 
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efforts, and the results of those efforts; (c) parking studies in neighboring cities 
or towns to provide appropriate parking in commercial village or town centers, 
and d) best practices in parking provision as defined by parking professionals. 

Action:  Zoning & Planning Held 7-0 (Councilor Danberg Not Voting)  
 
Note:  Deputy Director of Planning Jen Caira and Senior Planner Nora Masler joined 
the committee to discuss the item.  
 
A councilor noted that parking seems to be preventing some commercial work and expressed 
support for doing something to change the current requirements.  
 
A councilor expressed support for more flexibility for business owners around parking 
requirements.  
 
Ms. Caira shared the attached presentation and noted that #295-24 is a broader discussion of 
the public side of parking and parking in village centers. She explained that her presentation 
would be background information and then Department of Public Works staff would need to 
be involved in the conversation as well. Ms. Caira made a distinction between public parking 
(metered street parking, public parking lots, and unmetered street parking) versus private 
parking lots. She shared that the City has 13 municipal parking lots which are all located in 
village centers and 11 of them are metered. Ms. Caira mentioned some tools for managing 
public parking include determining duration of parking (short term (2-3 hours), long term (12 
hours), loading, pick up/drop off, etc.), cost of parking, and designation of parking (through 
permitting). She also mentioned that accessible spaces need to be prioritized as well.  
 
Ms. Caira identified six goals relating to parking included in City plans and policies. She noted 
that currently if businesses want to share parking, they both must go through the special 
permit process. She also mentioned that a major theme from past parking studies has been 
shifting the burden of parking from the private property owner to the City so that there are 
managed public lots rather than a number of individual private parking lots. The main parking 
study referenced was the 2017 Newton Centre Parking Study. This study included 
recommendations such as smart parking management, demand responsive pricing, and more 
efficient design and use of new technologies. Ms. Caira asked the committee to consider what 
are their goals, priorities in balancing parking needs, and top concerns regarding parking in 
village centers.  
 
A councilor expressed support for removing parking minimums for all first-floor businesses (in 
reference to #181-24) but then expressed concern that this would incentivize private parking 
lot owners to remove parking and build on them. Ms. Caira noted examples of businesses with 
parking lots in village centers are rare and said the question is whether the City is preventing 
new business uses from coming in because of parking requirements rather than whether the 
parking will go away. She also mentioned that studying parking inefficiencies and 
implementing signage changes in village center would be a place to start.  
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 Councilors expressed concern at the spillover effect removing parking may cause in residential 
neighborhoods.  
 
A councilor expressed opposition to removing all parking requirements.  
 
A councilor expressed support for centralized parking facilities and asked if the City has access 
to parking meter data. Ms. Caira said the parking meter data could be available from the 
Department of Public Works, but it would not tell the whole story of usage.  
 
A councilor encouraged the Planning Department to create a parking map for West Newton 
and other village centers that was done for Newton Centre. Ms. Caira said the City could do a 
better job at mapping and communicating where members of the public can park. In Newton 
Centre, they mapped out all the parking options, put the map on the City’s website, and 
printed postcard size parking maps to leave with businesses for customers.  
 
A councilor expressed support for a targeted approach to parking requirements in village 
centers.  
 
A councilor noted there are some businesses that consume a large chunk of available parking 
at specific times like the West Newton Cinema and that might cause tension with other 
businesses who are trying to operate at those times.  
 
A councilor asked for an update on demand responsive parking, or dynamic pricing.  
 
Committee members voted 7-0 with Councilor Danberg not voting on a motion to hold from 
Councilor Krintzman. 
 
#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.  

Action:  Zoning & Planning Held 7-0 (Councilor Danberg Not Voting) 
 
Note:  Deputy Director of Planning Jen Caira and Senior Planner Nora Masler joined 
the committee to discuss the item and shared the attached presentation. Ms. Caira explained 
that zoning sets the number of required off-street parking stalls for different uses, but it is not 
based on exact science. She also noted that within the zoning are broad use categories that 
include different businesses with very different parking demands at different times. Ms. Caira 
mentioned that zoning requirements for parking could be based upon size of the commercial 
space, number of seats, number of employees, or some combination of the previously listed 
requirements. She shared that the main concern the Planning Department sees with 



Zoning & Planning Committee Report 
Wednesday, July 9, 2025 

Page 6 
commercial parking is a change in use, or when a new tenant comes into an existing 
commercial space but wants to use the space for a use that is different than the previous 
tenant. This may result in triggering an additional parking requirement or require the new 
tenant to go through the special permit process to waive the parking requirement.  
 
 Ms. Caira noted some recent actions by the Council including no parking minimums in VCOD, 
minimal parking requirements for breweries and craft beverages, business incubators, and 
places of amusement, removing parking requirements for outdoor dining, granting a blanket 
parking waiver for Piccadilly Square in Newton Centre, and approving regular special permit 
waivers for new commercial uses in existing buildings. She suggested four options for the 
committee to consider: remove all parking requirements for non-residential uses, remove 
parking requirements for non-residential uses in specific zoning districts (i.e. BU1/2, MU4, 
etc.), remove parking requirements for ground floor non-residential uses, or remove parking 
requirements for certain non-residential uses.  
 
A councilor asked what are some problems or concerns that have come up as a result of the 
Council granting parking waivers in the past. Economic Development Director John Sisson 
noted that the special permit process takes three months and for a small business, waiting 
three months can make it unaffordable. He also expressed dislike for the current parking 
requirements as they do not have a clear rationale they are based on.  
 
A councilor noted a discussion should be had on very short term uses such as drop off, pick up, 
and deliveries because if people cannot find short-term parking, then they stop in the street 
creating a public safety issue. The same councilor noted that the special permit process does 
require businesses to come up with a plan to manage their parking needs which could be 
beneficial.  
 
A councilor suggested looking at other communities that have removed their parking minimum 
and how that has been working for them.  
 
A councilor noted the results of whether the winter parking ban is repealed or not may have 
an impact on this conversation.  
 
Ms. Caira noted that the question will be what uses are not appropriate to go into village 
centers without at least some discretionary review if parking minimums are removed.  
 
A councilor expressed support for considering different parking requirements or meter times 
for different village centers. Ms. Caira said that they would not want to administratively 
determine which uses could go in certain village centers but instead, study the unique parking 
supply and needs of each village center to determine individual solutions for parking issues.  
 
A councilor expressed support for better parking signage.  
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Committee members voted 7-0 with Councilor Danberg not voting on a motion to hold from 
Councilor Krintzman. 
 
#26-25 Discussion and possible ordinance amendment to remove the minimum 

parking requirement from the multi residence transit (MRT) zone 
 COUNCILORS KRINTZMAN, BIXBY, KALIS, ALBRIGHT, DOWNS, LIPOF, AND 

FARRELL requesting discussion and possible ordinance amendment to remove 
the minimum parking requirement in the MRT zone adopted as part of the 
Village Center Overlay District work. The discussion should include an analysis of 
the benefits and detriments of the minimum parking requirement, including 
compliance with state guidance. 

Action:  Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 
 
Note:  Deputy Director of Planning Jen Caira and Senior Planner Nora Masler joined 
the committee to discuss the item and shared the attached presentation. Ms. Masler 
explained the current parking requirement for MRT is one stall per unit for new buildings and 
one half of a stall per unit for adaptive reuse. She shared three case study examples: 47-49 
Chase Street, 6 Floral Street, and 424 Newtonville Avenue. Ms. Masler explained the primary 
concerns with the current regulations include potentially requiring parking beyond needs, 
requiring creation of curb cuts, increasing need for grading, increasing paved areas, and a 
potential obstacle for preserving existing homes.  
 
Ms. Masler shared two possible amendments which include removing parking requirements or 
reducing parking requirements (0.5 required spaces for new construction and 0 for adaptive 
reuse).  
 
A councilor asked for the locations of the MRT zones and the number of parcels within those 
zones. Chief of Long Range Planning Zack LeMel said there were between 900 – 1,000 parcels. 
The same councilor noted that part of the reason the minimums were kept in the past was to 
encourage parking on site rather than on the street.  
 
A councilor expressed support for removing parking minimums in MRT zones so that 
developers are not required to include parking spots and might incentivize living car-free.  
 
A councilor expressed concern that this would increase on street parking and people will bring 
cars when they move regardless of whether there is on-site parking.  
 
A councilor noted parking requirements were a compromise in the Village Center Overlay 
District (VCOD) debate so if the Council removes them then there may be other proposals to 
remove other parts of the VCOD. The same councilor mentioned that the MRT zone has only 
been in place for 1.5 years so it may not be the right time to change it.  
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Committee members voted 8-0 on a motion to hold from Councilor Krintzman. 
 
Chair’s Note:  Items #44-24 and 45-24 were not substantively discussed at this meeting. The 

Chair only requested to set a public hearing for these items.   
#44-24 Requesting re-evaluation and possible amendments to Inclusionary Zoning 

Ordinance 
COUNCILORS DANBERG, ALBRIGHT, KALIS, WRIGHT, OLIVER, MALAKIE, LIPOF, 
AND LUCAS requesting a discussion with the Planning and Development 
Department and the Newton Housing Partnership about the City's Inclusionary 
Zoning Ordinance and possible amendments to the ordinance to include 4-6 
units, including raising the requirements for the number of affordable units in 
large developments. 
Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 03-25-2024 
Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 09-23-2024 
Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 01-27-2025 
Zoning & Planning Held 7-0 on 04-14-2025 
Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 06-23-2025 

Action:  Zoning & Planning Voted To Set Public Hearing for 09-25-2025 8-0 
 
Note:  Items #44-24 and 45-24 were not substantively discussed at this meeting. The 
Chair requested to set a public hearing for these items for September 25th, 2025.   
 
Committee members voted 8-0 on a motion to set a public hearing for September 25th, 2025 
for items #44-24 and 45-24 from Councilor Krintzman.  
 
#45-24 Discussion and Possible Amendment to Inclusionary Zoning Ordinance to 

include Training 
COUNCILORS DANBERG, BIXBY, MALAKIE, DOWNS, AND WRIGHT requesting 
discussion and possible amendment to require that developers and property 
managers provide training for their employees regarding bias toward residents 
of the IZ units and how to mitigate this bias. 
Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 03-25-2024 
Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 09-23-2024 
Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 01-27-2025 
Zoning & Planning Held 7-0 on 04-14-2025 

Action:  Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 
 
Note:  This item was discussed concurrently with item #44-24. A written report can be 
found with item #44-24. 
 
The meeting adjourned at 10:10pm.  
 
Respectfully Submitted,  
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R. Lisle Baker, Chair  



Planning & Development 
City of Newton 
 

MEMO 
 

DATE: July 2, 2025 
 

TO: Councilor R. Lisle Baker, Chair  
Members of the Zoning & Planning Committee 
 

FROM: Barney Heath, Director, Planning & Development 
Jennifer Caira, Deputy Director Planning & Development 
John Sisson, Economic Development Director 
 

RE: #80-25 Requesting discussion on the current state of Newton's 
commercial office space. COUNCILORS LUCAS, OLIVER, WRIGHT, MALAKIE, 
GETZ, LAREDO, KALIS, LOBOVITS, and FARRELL requesting a discussion with the 
Director of Planning & Development and the Economic Development Director 
focused on, but not limited to, new commercial office leases signed within the 
past three years, the current commercial office space that is available to lease, 
office tenants that have left Newton or have downsized, and strategies to recruit 
new commercial office tenants to Newton. (2025-04-01) 
 

MEETING: July 9, 2025 
 

CC: City Council 
Economic Development Commission 
Jonathan Yeo, Chief Operating Officer 
Allan Cohen, Commercial Assessor 
 

 
Background 

This information was prepared in response to Docket Item #80-25 to inform the Zoning & 
Planning Committee and City Council about the current conditions of Newton's 
commercial office market and municipal staff efforts to support that sector.  

In sections 2-5 below, I’ve separated the four topics raised in the docket item to address 
each one individually. Camoin Associates, the consulting firm the City engaged to update 
Newton’s Economic Development Action Plan (2019), shared the CoStar commercial real 
estate (CRE) data cited in this memo.  
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Other sources consulted in the preparation of this memo include the Assessors' Office 
FY2025 Classification Hearing booklet and office market analysis Camoin created in March 
2025 as part of the peer review process for the revised Northland development.  

The following sections of this memo address: 

1. The local commercial real estate (CRE) landscape 

2. New commercial office leases signed within the past three years 

3. Current commercial office space that is available to lease 

4. Office tenants that have left Newton or have downsized  

5. Strategies to recruit new commercial office tenants to Newton 

6. Other municipal functions that support commercial activity 

 

1. The local commercial real estate (CRE) landscape. Commercial real estate 
comprises about 6% of the assessed value of Newton’s taxable property. In FY2025, 
commercial property citywide was valued at just under $2.6 billion, while residential 
property was valued at more than $38.6 billion. To put those figures into context, 
that’s roughly $33 of commercial property value for every $500 of residential value.  
 
Office buildings in Newton are one portion of the city’s commercial real estate base 
which includes hotels, retail strips, grocery stores, shopping centers, and other 
commercial property types, as classified by the State.  
 
Assessing classifications were designed to establish property valuations, not to 
specifically quantify commercial uses on a property. These figures do not 
necessarily count office space located in shopping centers or mixed-use buildings. 
They are estimates. Assessing data below provides one measure of the parcels and 
square footage according to the State classifications. 
 

 
 
Data from CoStar (www.costar.com), a leading provider of CRE information and 
analytics, provides more of a private sector perspective of Newton’s commercial 
office landscape. That data is referenced in following sections.  

Classification description (code) Parcel count Square footage
General Office Building (340) 189 4,120,676                           
Bank Buildings (341) 14 75,717                                  
Medical Office Building (342) 30 527,082                               
Manufacture Office (402) 5 492,064                               
R & D Facilities (404) 5 268,889                               
Totals 243 5,484,428                           

http://www.costar.com/
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While CoStar’s information nearly matches Newton’s count of commercial office 
properties, the square footage figure is considerably larger. A possible explanation 
may be what square footage each source measures. Assessing does not include 
basement square footage. Without further analysis, it is unclear how much the two 
datasets overlap. 
 

 
 
 

2. New commercial office leases signed within the past three years. In the first 
quarter of each calendar year, the Assessing Department asks commercial property 
owners to provide “rent roll” and operating income statements for the prior 
calendar year for City staff to use in estimating the next fiscal year’s economic rents 
and assessments.  
 
Private property owners are not required by law to respond or provide the 
information. And, any private property information that is submitted is confidential. 
As such, the City does not have comprehensive commercial office lease 
information, nor can Assessing share it with the public. 
 
CoStar does attempt to compile commercial lease information for its subscribers. 
However, participation by property owners and tenants is voluntary. The CoStar 
data Camoin provided included only five leases starting in 2025, and only one of 
those records included the commercial tenant’s name. 
 

 

Office Class Address Count Rentable Building Area
A 15 1,897,183                           
B 105 4,444,447                           
C 124 1,222,874                           

Total 244 7,564,504                           
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As the graph on the preceding page shows, aside from a post-pandemic surge in 
2021, annual square footage amounts are flat and the number of lease transactions 
appears to be trending downward. The 2026 bump reflects the single, large lease to 
Global Partners LP which does not plan to take possession of its space at 275 Grove 
Street until Nov. 2026. 
 
 

3. Current commercial office space that is available to lease. City staff do not 
maintain a clearinghouse of commercial office spaces available to lease. Such real 
estate listings and other services are provided by private sector firms like CoStar, 
LoopNet, MLS, and others.  

According to the CoStar data we reviewed: 

• At the end of March 2025, the 231 office buildings in Newton tracked by Costar 
had 840,582 square feet of vacant space available, which is 11.1% of the 
inventory of tracked 6,834,790 square feet. 

• Since 2022, Costar shows office vacancy rates in Newton averaging 11.4% every 
year. Those vacancy rates were lower in the preceding decade (2012-2021), 
averaging 7.4%. 

• Site visits by Assessing staff indicate significant vacancies in certain 
commercial office buildings. Staff perform that work to update property 
valuations, and the information is not shared publicly.  
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4. Office tenants that have left Newton or downsized. City staff hear anecdotal 
information about office tenants downsizing, moving, or closing Newton locations, 
such as Just Next Door in Auburndale or Jake’s Falafel in Newton Centre. However, 
City staff do not maintain a listing of business closings.  
 
The Assessing Department does maintain a database of personal property tax 
assessments for for-profit businesses. That data might be used to conduct research 
on the frequency and causes of business closures.  
 
Turnover is constant in the commercial sector. Across the city, between 50 and 150 
businesses may open or close every year. That estimate may represent 1.25 to 3.5% 
of the more than 4,000 private, public, and nonprofit enterprises in Newton. 
 
Federal law requires Worker Adjustment and Retraining Act (WARN) filings for 
worksite closures affecting 50+ employees. WARN filings by Newton employers 
since 2014 include: 
 
• July 2023: The Rockport Company LLC, 148 employees. 

• April 2020: Hotel Indigo, 64 

• November 2018: Brio Tuscan Grill, 48 employees. 

• April 2018: Mt. Ida College, unknown number of employees affected. 

 

5. Strategies to recruit new commercial office tenants to Newton. 
Business attraction is a primary goal of economic development: bringing new 
businesses in and promoting the city as a location for commercial activity. Like 
many cities, Newton does not have a separate business attraction budget. 
However, staff perform several marketing and outreach functions: 

• Providing guidance to companies considering locations in Newton, developing 
professional relationships with the area’s commercial real estate brokers, and 
making selected recruitment calls to desirable employers and brands. 

• Actively promoting Newton via the Charles River Regional Chamber, the U.S. 
Small Business Administration, Massachusetts Small Business Development 
Center, and other state, quasi-public, and nonprofit partners; and participating 
in state and regional events. 

• Being knowledgeable of the community’s assets and strengths and 
communicating them effectively. 

• Knowing key local industries, company leaders, and which commercial sectors 
are good prospects for Newton. 
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• Facilitating productive information exchanges between representatives of 
commercial enterprises and municipal regulators and officials. 

• Leveraging the City website to create a 
welcoming front door and show 
businesses what Newton has to offer. We 
have developed content presenting a 
general introduction , a commercial 
profile, a detailed report on consumer 
segments, a description of Newton’s 
diverse commercial settings, guidance on 
commercial licensing and permitting, and 
a directory of business resources. Every 
page provides contact information and 
invites the visitor to converse with City 
staff. See: 
https://www.newtonma.gov/business 

• Being a good partner to local businesses to 
promote Newton’s reputation as a 
business-friendly city. 

 

 

6. Other municipal functions that support commercial activity. Along with 
business attraction efforts, economic development performs many functions to 
support commercial enterprises. These include: 

• Business retention and expansion  

• Policy work 

• Strategic planning 

 
Business retention and expansion efforts entail making it easier for existing local 
businesses to succeed, providing high quality information and services, being 
responsive, and reducing regulatory burdens. According to the International 
Economic Development Council (IEDC), about 80% of job growth and capital 
investment comes from companies that already exist in your community. 
 
Newton’s economic development staff devotes more than half of its time to the 
important function of business retention. We work to take care of local businesses, 
whether they are tenants or commercial property owners or both.  
 
Granted, a large percentage of Newton’s 4,000+ employers don’t need assistance 
from City staff. Commercial office tenants generally work through the property 

https://www.newtonma.gov/business
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manager or owner and have little if any interaction with municipal departments. 
However, that still leaves hundreds of local businesses and commercial property 
owners. 
 
Inspectors from regulatory departments, like Inspectional Services and Health and 
Human Services, provide guidance to enterprises seeking commercial licenses and 
permits. Economic development staff provide support as needed and assist 
businesses and property owners with a wide range of other issues that may affect 
their operations.  
 
Policy work: Municipal regulations constitute a significant portion of the issues that 
impede business activity. This includes dated zoning regulations, parking 
requirements which delay approvals and create no parking, and onerous 
application processes. The City could make meaningful, business-friendly 
improvements by performing a dispassionate review of existing ordinances for 
common-sense opportunities to simplify regulations, streamline processes, or 
implement more manageable controls.  
 
For example, the City requires every café to perform a 300-foot abutters’ notice—
every year—to place two tables and four chairs on the public sidewalk. That’s only 
one of many steps required to obtain a sidewalk permit (§12-70). Ordinances like 
this, which affect commercial enterprises, might be reviewed and modernized to 
match the level of municipal regulation to the appropriate level of control for the 
public good.  
 
Strategic planning: To perform long-range planning, City staff work to implement an 
economic development strategy and to update that strategic plan periodically. Staff 
also manage smaller studies of economic issues, underperforming commercial 
areas, newer commercial uses, and regulatory hurdles. 
 
To accomplish all of the preceding functions, City staff work with the professionals 
who volunteer their time and serve on the Economic Development Commission. 
Staff provide support to the Commission, help organize its monthly meetings, and 
maintain the public body’s records. 
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Commercial Landscape

• Although Newton is the state’s 11th largest city, it is largely a 
bedroom community. Commercial real estate (CRE) adds up to 
only 6% of taxable property value citywide.

• Office buildings comprise roughly 37% of the city’s CRE. The rest 
may be small buildings, hotels, grocery stores, shopping centers, 
and other commercial and industrial property. 

• In FY2025, commercial property citywide was valued at just under 
$2.6 billion vs. $38.6 billion for residential. That’s roughly $33 of 
commercial for every $500 of residential property value. 
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Commercial Strengths

• Highly educated workforce in professional industry clusters, 
especially Healthcare and Social Assistance, Educational 
Services, and Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services.

• Strategic location near major universities and healthcare 
institutions, easy access to transportation routes and transit lines, 
and proximity to Greater Boston’s employment centers. 

• Diverse portfolio of commercial settings and property types. 
Newton offers village center and open space amenities not 
available in many commercial areas.
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Newton’s Strengths

• Excellent location for retail and service businesses: A relatively 
affluent demographic with comparatively high population density 
and professional consumer segments.

• Excellent place to live: A high quality of life supported by a strong 
education system, vibrant arts and culture organizations, and 
access to parks and open space. 

• Vibrant investment location: Active mixed-use and multifamily 
developments — Northland, Newton Crossing, West Newton 
Armory, 78 Crafts Street.
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Regional Challenges

• The Greater Boston office market is experiencing high vacancy rates 
and a slowdown in leasing activity, following a downturn in the life 
sciences sector, a shift to remote work, and economic uncertainty.

• 2Q office vacancy rates in the Greater Boston market area are 14.7% on 
average and higher in locations with concentrated office inventory such 
as Watertown, 36.5%, and Waltham, 20.3% (CoStar). 

• Cost of doing business in Greater Boston is elevated by multiple 
factors—higher costs of housing, childcare, electricity, natural gas, and 
real estate.

• Federal actions are impacting the region’s and Newton’s key industry 
sectors: healthcare, education, and research.
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Challenges in Newton

• With a smaller inventory of office buildings, Newton may be better positioned 
than nearby cities and towns—with the 2Q office vacancy rate reported at 
10.7% (CoStar).

• Because more than 70% of Newton’s jobs are in healthcare, education, and 
professional sectors, current events may make offices, retailers, and 
restaurants vulnerable and affect residents’ livelihoods.

• Employers considering potential office locations should find Newton’s 
location and skilled workforce attractive, but may take note of its aging 
population, modest household growth rate, and lack of diverse housing 
options. Recent developments, however, are creating new housing options.

• Applicants see room for improvement in the City’s commercial approval 
processes, which they say can be faster and more predictable.
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Policy Accomplishments
• New village center zoning, creating by-right development opportunities and 

lower parking requirements near transit nodes, and achieving compliance 
with State goals.

• Modernization of City ordinances has created opportunities for desirable 
commercial enterprises: research and development, rDNA research, outdoor 
dining, animal services, business incubators, craft brewing and distilling, 
personal instruction, and places of amusement (indoor golf simulators).

• Multiple visioning plans: Washington Street Corridor, Needham Street, 
California Street. 

• Sustainability initiatives: Climate Action Plan, BERDO, and Electrification—
though these will have cost implications for commercial operators.

• Ongoing update of the Newton Economic Development Action Plan, working 
with Camoin Associates and the Economic Development Commission, will 
be published in September 2025.
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Operational Accomplishments
• NewGov online permitting.
• Business attraction and retention successes, connecting tenants and 

property owners, troubleshooting, and providing concierge service to 
commercial applicants— Riverdale Avenue flex spaces, local dance studio 
transition space, new chocolate retailer and Asian grocery store filling long-
vacant storefronts.

• Transformative placemaking efforts: streetscape improvements in 
Newtonville, West Newton, and Pettee Square, the Upper Falls Splash Park, 
Newton Centre plaza, and Washington Street.

• City investment in multiple elementary school projects, Gath Pool, the 
Cooper Center for Active Living, and Ablemarle Field improvements.

• State investment in Needham Street, Newton Corner, Hammond Pond 
Parkway, Commonwealth Avenue in Auburndale, 8 interstate bridges, and 
Newtonville’s commuter rail station.
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Policy Opportunities

• Modernize commercial use definitions (manufacturing, storage), 
adapt to newer uses (adult daycare, car detailing), and review 
antiquated uses (stable, taxidermist, feed & seed store).

• Streamline application processes (such as commercial signage) 
and adjust regulations to appropriate levels of control.

• Update the zoning of commercial areas and specific properties to 
align with current uses, reducing nonconformance and facilitating 
tenancy: Commonwealth Avenue, Needham Street, the large Stop 
& Shop parcel on Watertown Street.

• Support important industry clusters and employment anchors like 
Newton-Wellesley Hospital and educational institutions.

Zoning & Planning - July 9, 2025 City of Newton 9

#80-25



Operational Opportunities
• Make the City more welcoming to commercial enterprises. Reduce “red tape.” Simplify and improve the 

transparency of processes. 
• Expand NewGov and use data to advance performance.
• Improve coordination across regulatory departments—Planning, Inspectional Services, Fire, 

Engineering, and Health and Human Services—and across regulatory bodies—City Council, Zoning 
Board of Appeals, and the Licensing Commission.

• Target new commercial sectors for business attraction—light manufacturing, experiential retail…
• Find opportunities for filling and beautifying empty storefronts.
• Build more connections between Newton’s arts and cultural organizations and local economic activity.
• Provide transitional guidance widely to help property owners adapt to BERDO and Electrification.
• Extend placemaking efforts to additional streetscapes.
• Solicit commercial sector input early and often. Listen, listen, and listen.
• Communicate more, communicate better. 
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We’d like your suggestions.
• Call, text, or email John Sisson, (617) 831-0103, 

jsisson@newtonma.gov
• Attend a monthly meeting of Newton’s Economic 

Development Commission.
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Parking in Village Centers

Planning & Development Department

Zoning and Planning Committee
July 9, 2025
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Docket Item

● COUNCILORS ALBRIGHT, LAREDO, OLIVER, GETZ, FARRELL, LUCAS, GREENBERG, 
KELLEY, HUMPHREY, MALAKIE, DOWNS, LOBOVITS, KRINTZMAN, AND MICLEY 
requesting a discussion on the parking needs in our commercial village centers with the 
Planning Director, the Commissioner of Public Works, and appropriate staff from both 
departments. This discussion should focus on 

(a) the perceived parking needs in our commercial village centers;

(b) a review of past parking studies in Newton's commercial village centers, 
subsequent implementation efforts, and the results of those efforts; 

(c) parking studies in neighboring cities or towns to provide appropriate parking in 
commercial village or town centers, 

and d) best practices in parking provision as defined by parking professionals.
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Content

● What exists?

● How is it managed?

● What are the goals?
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● Public Parking
○ Public Parking Lots
○ Metered Street Parking
○ Unmetered Street Parking

● Private 
○ Private Parking Lots

The Universe of Parking In Village Centers

4

Private parking is only available to customers of that 
establishment and is in short supply in village centers

Public parking is necessary to support local 
businesses and to allow customers to park once and 
visit multiple businesses
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● Newton has 13 municipal 
public parking lots - all 
located in village centers

○ 11 of the lots are metered
○ Meters are enforced Mon-Sat, 

8am - 6pm
○ Rates are $0.75/hour (short 

term, 1-6 hours) and 
$0.50/hour (long term, 12 
hours)

Public Parking Lots

5
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Public Street Parking

6

Green= Unmarked/Unmetered spaces
Blue = Metered/Marked spaces
Purple = Resident only or No Parking● Each village center has a 

combination of on street:
○ Marked/Metered Spaces
○ Unmarked/Unmetered Spaces
○ Areas where no parking is 

allowed
○ Areas where only designated 

groups can park (e.g. 
residents or employees)
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