Zoning & Planning Committee Report

City of Newton
In City Council

Monday, March 23, 2026

Present: Councilors Baker (Chair), Wright (Vice Chair), Gordon, Albright, Oliver, Kalis, Dahmubed,
and Getz

Also Present: Councilors Roche, Farrell, Block, and Malakie

City Staff: Katie Whewell, Acting Director of Planning & Development; Anthony Ciccariello,
Commissioner of Inspectional Services; Deb Finamore, Executive Administrator (ISD); Andrew
Lee, Assistant City Solicitor

All agendas and reports, both past and present can be found at the following link:
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-
committees/zoning-planning-committee

For more information regarding this meeting, a video recording can be found at the following
link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J99chFUaxR0

Chair’s Note: Vice Chair Wright served as Committee Chair through discussion for this
meeting. The purpose of this item was for Councilors to brainstorm questions for
the upcoming FY27 budget season and for Department heads to hear potential
questions to help prepare for their department presentations in May.

#22-26 Request for a pre-budget planning discussion
COUNCILORS BAKER, WRIGHT, FARRELL, and GETZ requesting a preliminary
discussion with the Planning Department, Inspectional Services Department and
CPA Program Manager to prepare for the Committee's FY27 Budget Review of
these Departments and Programs.

Action: Zoning & Planning Held 8-0 on 02/09/26
Zoning & Planning Voted No Action Necessary 8-0

Notes: Katie Whewell, Acting Director of Planning & Development, joined the
committee to listen to questions provided by Councilors that may be asked during FY27 budget
meetings. The Chair read questions submitted by Councilors related to the Planning &
Development Department. Topics included use of consultants, usage of A.l. tools, and staffing
levels. Attached to the Committee Report is a worksheet that contains questions submitted by
Councilors, which have been organized by topic.
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The Chair asked if Planning still utilized a staff member specifically for community
engagement. Ms. Whewell stated that the job description had been reworked to focus more
on outreach and communication to help explain nuanced and technical aspects of planning
that a layperson may struggle to understand.

A Councilor asked how Planning views the utilization of consultants. Ms. Whewell answered
that for larger projects, the analysis and images that consultants can produce frees up time to
allow Planning staff to focus on tasks like communication and interacting with residents and
the public. The expertise and additional help from consultants for complex, nuanced projects
allow Planning to more efficiently focus their staff.

A Councilor asked about architectural expertise and the use of consultants such as Utile and
Landwise. Ms. Whewell responded that the added cost of benefits on top of a salary is typically
the tipping point when the use of a consultant is more cost effective.

The Chair asked about the current usage of A.l. technology in the Planning department. Ms.
Whewell stated that the department was cautious about beginning the use of Al tools in
technical areas of Planning. Ms. Whewell shared that it is challenging to trust information from
Al due to the complex relationships between the zoning ordinance, special permits, variances,
and other nonconformities. Attempts have been made to utilize A.l. transcription services to
help produce meeting minutes for board and commission meetings but these tools are not
always able to accurately discern between different speakers.

A Councilor shared their own experience using A.l. in a research capacity and the inaccuracies
of answers relating to Newton’s ordinances and recent amendments.

A Councilor asked if there is any direction from the Mayor’s administration on the use of A.l. or
if the implementation of A.l. tools is on a department-by-department basis. Ms. Whewell
stated that there has not been a directive or guideline on A.l. usage from the Mayor’s
administration.

Anthony Ciccariello, Commissioner of Inspectional Services, joined the committee to listen to
guestions provided by Councilors that may be asked during FY27 budget meetings. The Chair
read questions submitted by Councilors related to the Inspectional Services Department (ISD).
Attached to the Committee Report is a worksheet that contains questions submitted by
Councilors, which have been organized by department and topic.

In response to a question about staffing, Mr. Ciccariello stated that ISD will ask for an
additional electrical inspector in the FY27 budget; ISD currently employs 3 electrical inspectors.

A Councilor asked how ISD maintains and tracks special permits. Ms. Whewell described the
relationship between ISD and Planning in relation to special permits. After moving a special
permit through the public process, Planning uses permitting software to indicate a property
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has a special permit, which is communicated Planning and ISD staff through NewGov. Planning
helps implement tools that are used to monitor adherence to conditions of a special permit
and works closely alongside ISD to enforce the zoning code.

A Councilor asked if ISD would be to review older special permits on an annual or semi-annual
basis to ensure compliance with permits that were approved several decades ago. Mr.
Ciccariello responded that ISD has had issues with older permits that have not been digitized
and would like to discuss the topic further during the budget process.

A Councilor described a previous initiative to scan hand-written and “legacy” permits to
digitize older information and wishes to see a similar process return for older permits.

A Councilor asked about a system that could be used to notify staff when payment for
applications or permits has not occurred. Ms. Whewell responded that Planning and Law have
worked together to standardize special permit conditions such that the City is up to date on
non-payments from developers or property owners.

Councilor Oliver motioned to vote no action necessary, which passed unanimously 8-0.

#55-26 Update on Short-term rental ordinance compliance and enforcement
COUNCILORS BAKER, MALAKIE, GETZ, FARRELL, AND KELLEY requesting an
update on Short-term Rental ordinance compliance and enforcement, including
data on registrations, complaints, investigations and fines issued; types of
violations being found (e.g. non-owner occupied, room limits, annual time
limits, other code violations like noise, health & safety, trash); ability to
compare STRs registered with the city vs registered with the state vs listings on
public platforms; ability to obtain listing information from STR companies;
adequacy of resources or other obstacles to enforcement. (180 days:

07/19/2026)
Action: Zoning & Planning Held 8-0
Notes: Mr. Ciccariello shared a summary describing the current state of short-term

rentals in Newton. Last year, 9 short-term rentals were registered in Newton; there are
currently 24 registered and 7 in the registration process. 32 tickets have been issued for a total
of $21,300 in fines, around half of which has been paid. ISD cross references information from
the state rental registration and listings on platforms like AirBNB and VRBO to identify
properties that may not be adhering to the short-term rental ordinance.

Mr. Ciccariello requested that section 20-161(D) of the ordinance be removed. This section
describes a 6-month suspension after 3 or more violations, which pauses the enforcement of
the ordinance and allows the owner to continue renting the property. For each violation of the
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short-term rental ordinance, property owners are fined $300; an application for registration
costs $100.

A Councilor asked how many short-term rentals in Newton were registered with the state. Mr.
Ciccariello stated that there were between 175-200 rentals in Newton registered with the
state and ISD has sent out 77 letters to contact property owners to begin the enforcement
process.

A Councilor stated they would like to see collaboration with the state to require dual
registration of short-term rentals to help with local adherence and enforcement.

Mr. Ciccariello suggested including a notice in the Mayor’s newsletter to help communicate
the ordinance to property owners who are still unaware of the short-term rental registration

requirement.

Councilor Baker motioned to hold, which passed unanimously 8-0.

The Committee adjourned at 8:01 p.m.

Respectfully Submitted,
Pamela Wright, Vice Chair
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Zoning & Planning Committee - #22-26 Pre-Budget Discussions
March 23,2026 @ 7 p.m. in Room 204
Budget Question Worksheet

General

1. What opportunities are available for continuing education and professional
publications?

2. What procedures govern when vacations occur to ensure coverage?
3. How can ZAP (and LU) help you achieve the goals you have listed for FY20277?

4. How are staff (or FTEs) aligned to the challenges and opportunities you list as your goals

Consultants

1. Where do you intend to seek external help to achieve these goals? What type of help do
you think you will need? How do these show up in your budget? (eg., do you think you
will need to engage a consultant, which one(s), and how much might we spend on
them)

2. What amounts are set aside for consultants and how are they spent. Who must
authorize and review the work?

3. Would it be possible to have an accounting of expenditures and current balances in the
Consultant accounts?

4. Entering contracts with individual consultants...How are they managed? Is oversight left
with the Planning Director? If additional work or unplanned expenditures arise, how is
this handled?
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Planning & Development

General

1.

What is the greatest need within Planning? What would be the most effective financial
investment within the department?

2. lIsthere a budget and/or staff capability to focus on intentional periodic engagement
with the community (through mailings/attendance at Village Days/Farmer’s Markets)?

Consultants

1. Whatis the total annual expenditure on planning-related consultants (e.g., zoning,
special permits, peer review, transportation, urban design), and how does it compare to
the approved budget?

2. Which functions are currently outsourced (e.g., peer review of development projects,
zoning ordinance updates, transportation studies)?

3. Are consultants being used due to specialized expertise or staffing/capacity gaps?

4. Forrecurring needs would it be more cost-effective to build in-house capacity?

5. How are consultant scopes defined and controlled to prevent cost overruns?

6. Historically, consultant spending has not aligned with budget. What specific changes

have been implemented to improve forecasting and oversight?

Al and Technology (Planning, Permitting & Zoning)

1.

Where can Al or technology/automation reduce staff time in? Examples - Permit intake
and review; Plan/document review (zoning compliance, dimensional checks, Staff
report drafting

Are we fully utilizing existing systems (e.g., permitting software, GIS tools), or are there
gaps in training or integration?

What specific technology investments would have the highest ROI (e.g., upgraded
permitting system, GIS integration, digital plan review tools)?
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. What are the barriers to implementation (procurement, IT support, training, data
quality)?

How can technology improve transparency and communication with residents and
applicants?

6. Could Al assist with 1) Zoning Analysis (FAR, setbacks, compliance checks); 2)
Identifying inconsistencies across plans/documents; 3) Generating draft staff
reports or decision memos

Inspectional Services

Is ISD properly staffed to meet demand for inspections, permitting, and enforcement?

. Where are the biggest bottlenecks (plan review, inspections, enforcement, customer
response times, etc)?

If one additional FTE were added, where would it have the greatest impact?

. Would adding staff reduce reliance on consultants or overtime?

. What is the greatest need within ISD? What would be the most effective financial
investment within the department?

How can ISD keep ZAP appraised of feedback 'from the counter'? (ie., questions from
builders and homeowners, interpretations of zoning, etc)

. Are there any additional processes to putin place to reduce zoning violations (rather
than a complaint driven system)? Beyond additional Inspectors in the field identifying
violations, are there additional legal resources that can be used to prevent them from
occurring? Is it possible to add a tiered fee schedule for violations (1st/2nd/3rd
infraction)?

Is it possible to add a surcharge for demolition, based on the tonnage removed from the
site?

. Capture the questions asked at the ISD Counter. (good idea JO). Is there a need for
additional information to be distributed at the Counter?



City of Newton

Marc C. Laredo

Mayor

#55-26

Inspectional Services Department Telephone
(617) 796-1060
Anthony Ciccariello, Commissioner Fax

(617) 796-1086
Email
ISD@newtonma.gov

1000 Commonwealth Avenue
Newton, MA 02459
www.newtonma.gov

Short Term Rental Summary

March 20, 2026

TOTALS Short Term Rental Summary
TOTALS Short Term Rental Summary
24  UNITS CURRENTLY REGISTERED
7 UNITS IN PROCESS OF REGISTERING
40 VIOLATION LETTERS ISSUED (Since 11/14/2025)
32 CIVIL FINES (TICKETS) ISSUED (Since 11/25/2025)

$21,300.00 CIVIL FINE TOTALS (roughly half has been paid)
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22
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RESULTING ZONING/BUILDING CODE VIOLATION INVESTIGATIONS
ONGOING ENFORCEMENTS

CIVIL FINES SCHEDULED FOR APPEAL IN DISTRICT COURT

Going forward:

The State Registry list is inaccurate because the State fails to maintain and remove
non-active/defunct listings. Resources are misspent in notifying owners who may
not be active, may have sold the property, etc. and therefore are not required to
register with the City. The Most accurate and expedient method of enforcement
has been to observe online rental activity or direct Requests for Zoning
Enforcement from concerned residents.

More than 30 Days? Online Short-Term rental platforms, in addition to rentals that
are LESS than 30 days, often have rentals listed for 30 days or more, which do not
meet the ordinance's definition of "Short Term Rental." Such listings do not indicate
any violation of the ordinance. When a Newton address that is renting for 30 days
(or more) is found, 1.S.D. requires the owner to prominently label the advertising to
inform the public they are renting for 30 days or more.

Alterations to the Ordinance: 20-161 (d) "Three or more violations..." Enforcement
of this provision (i.e. the " 6-month Suspension") is difficult (at best) impossible
(more likely). If/When the violator chooses to appeal, there can be a delay of

Strict code enforcement makes the city safer
Before buying, renting, or leasing check zoning



#55-26

several months before the appeal is heard in court, which is not accounted for in
the ordinance. All enforcement must pause until the case is adjudicated. The “6-
month suspension" also introduces a timekeeping requirement, sometimes
spanning a calendar year, that the current software cannot process in an efficient
manner. Itis recommended to remove the section (d) in 20-161.

Since the last ZAP meeting, fall of 2025, I.S.D. has dramatically improved and
streamlined its Short-Term Rental enforcement and registration process. There are
almost 100 known locations where |.S.D. enforcement has resulted in either
compliance (registration), cessation of rental activity, or continuing surveillance /
investigation.

Like other forms of Zoning, Code and City Ordinance enforcement efforts (i.e. leaf
blower noise, working without permits, etc.) 100 % compliance is a noble, albeit
and unrealistic goal. There will always be a certain number of offenders that need
to be addressed, and 1.S.D. shall continue to make progress in administering and
enforcing those codes and ordinances within its purview.
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