
 
CITY OF NEWTON, MASSACHUSETTS 

                                        Urban Design Commission 
 

 

Preserving the Past    Planning for the Future 

 

 MEETING MINUTES 
 
A meeting of the City of Newton Urban Design Commission (UDC) was held virtually on 

Wednesday, November 12, 2025 at 7:02 p.m. via Zoom 
https://newtonma-gov.zoom.us/j/83757888168 

The Chair, Michael Kaufman, called the meeting to order at 7:02 P.M.  

I. Roll Call  
Those present were Michael Kaufman (Chair), , John Downie, and Visda Saeyan joined 
at 7:57 p.m. Shubee Sikka, Urban Designer was also present. 

II.   Regular Agenda 
Mr. Kaufman asked if the Commission felt there were any applications they could 
approve without discussion. The Commission agreed to approve the following 
signs without discussion:  
 
Sign Permits 
1. 280-292 Centre Street – Circle Back Kitchen and Bar 
Proposed Sign: 
 One wall mounted principal sign, internally illuminated, with approximately 

12.25 sq. ft. of sign area on the southern façade facing Jefferson Street. 
 
4. 170 Needham Street - Wonder 
Proposed Signs: 
 Reface one principal wall mounted sign, internally illuminated, with 

approximately 33 square feet of sign area on the western building façade 
facing Needham Street (sign A).  

 Reface second principal sign wall mounted sign, internally illuminated, 
with approximately 33 square feet of sign area on the northern façade 
facing Jaconnet Street (sign B).  

 Reface one secondary wall mounted sign, internally illuminated, with 
approximately 18 square feet of sign area on the eastern building façade 
facing the rear parking lot (sign C). 

MOTION: Mr. Kaufman made a motion to approve the proposed signs at 280-292 
Centre Street and 170 Needham Street.  Mr. Downie seconded the motion. All 
the members present voted, with a 2-0 vote, Michael Kaufman and John Downie 
in favor and none opposed. 
 
2. 199 Boylston Street – The Shops at Chestnut Hill 
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Applicant:  
Camille Watson 
Melynda Davis 
Proposed Sign: 
 One wall-mounted principal sign, internally illuminated, with approximately 202 sq. ft. of 

sign area on the northern building façade facing the rear parking lot.  
Presentation and Discussion:  
Commission asked about other signs on north façade and what was allowed in the comprehensive 
sign package. Staff informed the Commission that the comprehensive sign package did not include 
the north elevation, hence there was no sign proposed on that façade.  Applicant commented that 
there are currently no signs on that façade.  

 
MOTION: Mr. Kaufman made a motion to approve the proposed signs at 199 Boylston Street.  
Mr. Downie seconded the motion. All the members present voted, with a 2-0 vote, Michael 
Kaufman and John Downie in favor and none opposed. 
 
3. 430 Centre Street - Benchmark 
Applicant:  
Katherine Adams, Attorney, Schlesinger and Buchbinder, LLP 
Alan Schlesinger, Attorney, Schlesinger and Buchbinder, LLP 
Sandy 
Proposed Signs: 
 One wall mounted split principal sign, internally illuminated, with approximately 44 sq. ft. of 

sign area on the western building façade facing Centre Street. 
 One wall mounted secondary sign, internally illuminated, with approximately 44 sq. ft. of 

sign area on the northern building façade facing Centre Street. 
Presentation and Discussion:  
Applicant shared her screen and described and showed both proposed signs on the screen. 
Applicant is proposing two identical signs. One is a split principal sign, and the other is a secondary 
sign. Both signs are internally eliminated, So, there’s a rendering showing nighttime view. The 
existing principal sign is 32 square feet, and section 5.2.8 permits the division of the total 
allowable principal sign area of 100 feet between the two signs. So, when both signs are added (44 
and 32), the total sign area is 76 square feet. Applicant continued that the UDC is authorized to 
divide the sign area between the two signs upon consideration of the use of the premises, the 
architecture of the building and its location with relation to the street. So in this situation, there's 
an existing principal sign reflecting the name of the local residential community, Evans Park. The 
applicant also desires to provide identification for the name benchmark, because many refer 
colloquially to the building as benchmark, since benchmark operates the facility. Attorney Adams 
also acknowledged that the applicant appeared before the UDC a year ago with substantially the 
same proposed signage. However, at that time, both signs were characterized as being secondary 
signs, and accordingly, the Commission voted to deny a secondary sign at this location on the 
same frontage as the principal sign. Staff responded that last year, UDC had requested the 
applicant to move one of the signs to the first floor and the applicant eventually withdrew the 
application after the meeting.  
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Chair asked about the recommendation from last year because he suspected it is going to be 
similar this time also. Staff responded that the Commission had asked the applicant to move one 
of the sign to lower sign band (between first and second floor windows). Chair commented that in 
the description of the sign ordinance, the Urban Design Commission can establish sign bands on 
the facades which we are doing here. Chair still thinks that that sign should be above the first 
floor windows. He doesn't see any reason for it to be up on the fourth floor, except to let people 
on the turnpike know, therefore it becomes a billboard more than a sign of telling people where 
they are. It's a very nice sign but it should be down between the first-floor windows and the 
second-floor windows. Mr. Downie agreed with Mr. Kaufman’s comments. Chair commented that 
UDC has not changed its opinion on these signs since last year and asked the applicant to come 
back and show the sign two stories lower.  
 
Applicant commented that she would like to show some helpful context and shared her screen to 
show Sonesta sign. Applicant noticed that immediately next door at 400 Center Street, UDC 
approved a 100 foot sign up on the top of the building. Applicant took a look at the minutes of the 
meeting in 2022 when that sign was approved. And there was a comment by the chair that 
Newton corner has a history of signs on top of the building. There are other buildings that have a 
sign on top of the building. Do we really want to treat this building any differently?  Another 
consideration that was noted in the minutes of that meeting was the fact that Sonesta was a 
single tenant building, which, benchmark is. Chair commented that there are some distinctions 
between both. Benchmark is not a commercial operation, it’s mostly residential. This building is 
not Benchmark’s corporate headquarters, Sonesta has it headquarters here. 
  
 
Chair commented that this is trying to identify a residential building and don’t see the reason why 
it has to have a sign up on the fourth floor. UDC would consider this for a commercial building but 
not a residential building. This sign really says that the applicant is trying to get trying to show 
where Benchmark is from the turnpike. And that's something that the commission usually try to 
pay attention to and usually resist if that's the main reason for it to be happening, and 
Commission can't imagine any other reason for it to be up at such a high level on the turnpike 
than to do that. And Commission makes a distinction between a residential building and a 
commercial. This is not the benchmark headquarters, unlike Sonesta, which is their headquarters.  
 
Applicant commented that the ordinance distinguishes the commercial from the residential. And 
this is in a commercial district. So, the sign rules that are applicable are to the business district. 
This district certainly allows proposed signs as well. Applicant also asked how you get the sign on 
the 12th floor of the hotel? Chair responded that hotel sign was probably there before there was 
sign ordinance.  
 
Chair commented that this sign is not a billboard but acting like a billboard. Applicant responded 
that It either is or it isn't. This is not a billboard. These signs comply with the ordinance, and happy 
to receive UDC recommendations and very respectfully consider them very carefully, but these 
comply with the ordinance, and UDC doesn’t have the authority to establish a sign band on a 
building.  
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Applicant commented against the billboard concept, unlike some other buildings on the Mass 
Pike, this building is right at an exit, and these signs can be seen preceding that exit in both 
directions for someone who is coming to either visit someone at Benchmark or provide services to 
someone at Benchmark, which is not exactly the same as an apartment building with a lesser need 
for way finding by people who live there for much longer and maybe don't have as regular visitors. 
 
Applicant asked about esthetics. It will not look attractive between the two windows; there isn’t 
much space between windows. Chair responded that the applicant hasn’t shown that, which the 
Commission had asked for a year ago.  
  
Staff read section 5.2.3 “Wall signs shall be affixed either parallel or perpendicular to a wall of a 
building. Where a building or structure to which a parallel wall sign is to be affixed has an 
identifiable sign band, as determined by the Director of Planning and Development in 
consultation with the Urban Design Commission, or is part of a block of commercial 
establishments which, except for the petitioned property, is the subject of uniform signage, the 
parallel wall sign shall be located within the identifiable sign band or shall be consistent with any 
uniform signage.” 
 
Applicant commented that if there were a group of signs, then this would have to line up with 
them. Applicant commented that this language does not allow UDC to establish a sign band. Chair 
responded that this gives UDC a lot of flexibility. It allows UDC to establish a sign band for a 
particular building. There are also signs on the first floor across the street.  
 
Chair commented that the Commission is going to deny this request and recommend to come 
back with the signs at the lower location where the Commission thinks the sign band should be.  
 
MOTION: Mr. Kaufman made a motion to deny the proposed signs at 430 Centre Street.  Mr. 
Downie seconded the motion. All the members present voted, with a 2-0 vote, Michael Kaufman 
and John Downie in favor of the denial and none opposed. 
 
5. 120 Wells Avenue – Celebree School 
Applicant:  
Nick Papakyrikos 
Anand Patel 
Proposed Signs: 
 One free-standing principal sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 42 sq. ft. of sign area 

perpendicular to Wells Ave at the eastern entrance (sign 2).  
 One free-standing principal sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 6.2 sq. ft. of sign area 

perpendicular to Wells Ave at the western entrance (sign 4).  
 One wall mounted secondary sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 51.5 sq. ft. of sign 

area on the eastern building façade facing the parking lot (sign 1). 
 One wall mounted secondary sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 28 sq. ft. of sign 

area on the western building façade facing the parking lot (sign 3).  
Presentation and Discussion:  
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Mr. Kaufman asked the applicant if these are replacing existing signs. Applicant explained that the 
signs are in the same location as the previous business sign. Existing monument signs will be 
refaced. Applicant explained the location of all the signs as staff shared her screen with the sign 
drawings/photos.   
 
Staff commented that one of the sign is bigger than 50 sq. ft. (sign 1), which is not allowed since it 
is a secondary sign. Free-standing signs are principal signs, so wall mounted will be secondary 
signs. Mr. Kaufman commented that they can have both secondary signs be less than 50 sq. ft., so 
can be slighter bigger than proposed and the one should be slightly smaller, so they are both 
symmetrical. Theoretically, they can both be 49 sq. ft. Mr. Downie agreed.  

 
MOTION: Mr. Kaufman made a motion to approve the proposed sign with a stipulation at 120 
Wells Avenue.  Mr. Downie seconded the motion. All the members present voted, with a 2-0 
vote, Michael Kaufman and John Downie in favor and none opposed. The Commission 
recommended approval of the following signs: 

1. One free-standing principal sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 42 sq. ft. of sign area 
perpendicular to Wells Ave at the eastern entrance (sign 2).  

2. One free-standing principal sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 6.2 sq. ft. of sign 
area perpendicular to Wells Ave at the western entrance (sign 4).  

3. One wall mounted secondary sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 48.1 sq. ft. of sign 
area on the eastern building façade facing the parking lot (sign 1). 

4. One wall mounted secondary sign, non-illuminated, with approximately 48.1 sq. ft. of sign 
area on the western building façade facing the parking lot (sign 3).  

The Commission approved the sign with the stipulation that 51 sq. ft. is reduced to less than 50 
sq. ft. and the other wall mounted sign can also increase to 50 sq. ft. Applicant submitted revised 
signs on November 19 showing both wall mounted signs are 48.1 sq. ft. 
 
6. 148-150 Needham Street – Liquor Hub Discount Liquors 
Applicant: Mike Wood 
Proposed Sign: 
 One wall mounted principal sign, internally illuminated, with approximately 100 sq. ft. of 

sign area on the western façade facing Needham Street. 
Presentation and Discussion:  
Staff informed the Commission that the window signs cover more than 25% of the window area. 
Commission requested the applicant to reduce the window signs to less than 25%.   

 
MOTION: Mr. Kaufman made a motion to approve the proposed sign with a condition at 148-
150 Needham Street.  Mr. Downie seconded the motion. All the members present voted, with a 
2-0 vote, Michael Kaufman and John Downie in favor and none opposed. The Commission 
approved the sign with the condition that there is photographic confirmation that window signs 
meet 25% allowance. Applicant submitted a drawing on November 25 with a photo showing there 
is no window sign. Applicant has informed staff that signs that are visible are setback more than 6 
inches from the window, hence they are not considered to be window signs. 
 
7. 71 Needham Street – The Halal Guys 
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Applicant: Brian 
Proposed Signs: 
 Two wall-mounted secondary signs, internally illuminated, with approximately 113.2 sq. ft. 

of sign area on the eastern building façade facing Needham Street and the western building 
façade facing the rear parking lot (sign 1 and 3). 

 One wall-mounted secondary sign, internally illuminated, with approximately 15.3 sq. ft. of 
sign area on the northern building façade facing the driveway (sign 2). 

Presentation and Discussion:  
Staff informed the Commission that all three proposed signs are not consistent with the 
comprehensive sign package. Commission recommended the applicant reduce the size of the 
secondary signs to less than 50 sq. ft.     

 
MOTION: Mr. Kaufman made a motion to approve the proposed signs with a stipulation at 71 
Needham Street.  Mr. Downie seconded the motion. All the members present voted, with a 3-0 
vote, Michael Kaufman, Visda Saeyan, and John Downie in favor and none opposed. The 
Commission approved the signs with the stipulation that both secondary signs are reduced to less 
than 50 sq. ft.. Applicant submitted revised signs showing both wall mounted secondary signs are 
49 sq. ft. Applicant submitted following revised signs: 

1. Two wall-mounted secondary signs, internally illuminated, with approximately 49 sq. ft. 
of sign area on the eastern building façade facing Needham Street and the western 
building façade facing the rear parking lot (sign 1 and 3). 

2. One wall-mounted secondary sign, internally illuminated, with approximately 11.11 sq. 
ft. of sign area on the northern building façade facing the driveway (sign 2). 

III.   Old/New Business 
1. Approval of Minutes 

The Commission reviewed the minutes of October meeting.  

MOTION: Mr. Kaufman made a motion recommending approval of the regular meeting 
minutes for October as submitted. Mr. Downie seconded the motion. All the members 
present voted, with a 2-0-1 vote, John Downie and Visda Saeyan in favor, none opposed, 
Michael Kaufman abstained (since he was not present for the October meeting). The 
decision is hereby incorporated as part of these minutes. 

 
IV.   ADJOURNMENT 

Mr. Kaufman made a motion to adjourn the meeting and there was general agreement among 
the members.  

The meeting was adjourned at 8:04 p.m.  

Respectfully submitted by Shubee Sikka 

Approved on January 14, 2026.  

 


