
Zoning & Planning Committee Budget Report 
 

City of Newton 
In City Council 

 
Tuesday, May 5, 2026 

 
Present: Councilors Baker (Chair), Wright (Vice Chair), Oliver, Albright, Dahmubed, Getz, 
Gordon, and Kalis 
 
Also Present: Councilors Malakie, Kelley, Roche, Block, Farrell, and Lucas 
 
City Staff: Josh Morse, Chief Operating Officer; Anthony Ciccariello, Commissioner of ISD; Deb 
Finamore; ISD Executive Administrator; Katie Whewell, Acting Director of Planning; Lara Kritzer; 
Director of Housing & Community Development; Mollie Hutchings, CPA Program Manager; Doug 
Botelho, Manager of Financial Services; Endrit Poreci, Senior Financial Analyst; Trevor Goehring, 
Financial Analyst; Caroline Wilson, HR Benefits Manager; Miles Starkey, Committee Clerk 
 
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=p3G7ZU73UEQ  
 
Please Note: Budget materials can be found on the City's website at the following link: 
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/comptroller/budget  
 
 
DEPARTMENT BUDGET & CIP DISCUSSIONS:   
Inspectional Services 
Planning & Development 
CPA Administration 
 

Referred to Finance and Appropriate Committees 
#1-26                Submittal of the FY2027-FY2031 Capital Improvement Plan 

HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting the FY27-FY31 Capital Improvement Plan 
pursuant to section 5-3 of the Newton City Charter. 

 
#154-26            Submittal of the FY2027-FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan 

HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the City of 
Newton Charter, the FY2027-FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan. 

 

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=p3G7ZU73UEQ
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/comptroller/budget
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#155-26            Submittal of the FY2027 Municipal/School Operating Budget 

HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the City of 
Newton Charter the FY2027 Municipal/School Operating Budget, passage of 
which shall be concurrent with the FY2027-FY2031 Capital Improvement Program 
(#1-26). EFFECTIVE DATE OF SUBMISSION 04/21/26; LAST DATE TO PASS THE 
BUDGET 06/05/26. 

 
 

Department of Planning & Development 
 
Notes:   Katie Whewell (Acting Director of Planning & Development) and Lara Kritzer 
(Acting Deputy Director of Planning & Development) joined the committee to answer questions 
on the department budget. The department has been in a period of transition after the 
departure of three senior level colleagues, and a large focus has been put on efficiency and 
recording institutional knowledge. The Economic Development Commission was reorganized 
from Planning to the Mayor’s Office at the beginning of the year, which led to one of the notable 
department budget decreases. Another decrease was the reduction of the consulting line item 
by $100,000. The Transportation Coordinator role is also not being sustained in the FY27 budget. 
 
A councilor asked about the consulting budget. Ms. Whewell and Ms. Kritzer said that unused 
funds from the consulting budget drop to the Free Cash account at the end of the fiscal year. If 
there is a contract that spans more than the current fiscal year, funds can be rolled over to 
continue the consulting contract. 
 
A councilor asked about the loss of admin positions in the department. Ms. Whewell said that 
implementation of NewGov and other technology had reduced workload to the point that the 
workload did not support two full-time admin positions. 
 
A councilor asked about staffing needs regarding the backlog of meeting minutes for Historical 
Commissions, of which there is a backlog. Mr. Morse said that a recovery schedule would be 
generated to share with the committee before the end of the budgeting process and that hiring 
additional staff for a specific project would be unnecessary.  
 
A councilor asked how the recommended budget for consulting came to be $100,000. Mr. Morse 
said the administration reviewed the docket items currently referred to Zoning & Planning and 
generated a recommendation of $100,000 based on the expected workload of those items. Mr. 
Morse also said that additional consulting funds could be appropriated when the need arises. 
 
A councilor asked about the current job openings in the department and Ms. Whewell said that 
they are currently hiring a Senior Planner for Long-Range Planning, Deputy Chief of Current 
Planning, and Director of Planning. These positions are open due to the recent departures of 
senior staff. The councilor felt like the department was being shrunk due to recent 
organizational changes and decrease in the budget compared to FY26. Another councilor 
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responded that the decrease in departmental budget was the result of a reduction in the 
consulting budget, loss of two admin positions, and the transition of Economic Development 
staff to the Mayor’s office and the department wasn’t necessarily losing operational funding. 
 
A councilor stated that the Planning & Development budget should be invested in due to the 
need for economic development to stimulate growth of City revenue. 
 
A councilor asked which positions are federally funded. Ms. Kritzer said the Housing Planner, 
Housing Rehabilitation Construction Manager, and Community Development Planners are 
federally funded; the Fiscal Manager is partially federally funded.  
 
Councilors discussed the following topics as they relate to budgeting for staff: 
• Reorganization of EDC to the Mayor’s Office 
• Backlog of meeting minutes for Historic Commissions and how they would be addressed 
• Static vs shrinking department budget 
• Need for planners and professional staff to review special permits 
 
The Committee took a straw vote to accept the proposed Department of Planning & 
Development budget of $2,499,301, which was approved unanimously. 
 
The committee adjourned at 9:35 pm            
 
Respectfully Submitted,  
R. Lisle Baker, Chair 



 
City of Newton 

Department of Planning & Community Development 
1000 Commonwealth Avenue, Newton, Massachusetts 02459 

(617) 796-1120 | newtonma.gov/planning 
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Marc C. Laredo 
Mayor Katie Whewell 

Acting Director 

 
DATE:  May 1, 2026 
 
TO:  Councilor R. Lisle Baker, Chair, Zoning & Planning Committee 
  Councilor Pamela Wright, Vice Chair, Zoning & Planning Committee  
  
FROM:  Katie Whewell, Acting Director, Department of Planning and Development  
  Lara Kritzer, Acting Deputy Director of Planning and Development 
       
RE:  Planning Department Budget Discussion 
  #1-26  HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting the FY27-FY31 Capital Improvement 

Plan pursuant to section 5-3 of the Newton City Charter. 
 
  #154-26 HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the 

City of Newton Charter, the FY2027-FY2031 Supplemental Capital Improvement 
Plan. 

 
  #155-26 HIS HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the 

City of Newton Charter the FY2027 Municipal/School Operating Budget, passage of 
which shall be concurrent with the FY2027-FY2031 Capital Improvement Program  

   
CC:  City Council 
     
 
To date, Planning Leadership appeared before the committee under docket item #22-26 Request for 
a pre-budget planning discussion on February 9, 2026 and March 23, 2026. The Planning Department 
received compiled questions from Councilors (Attachment A) to continue the conversation regarding 
the annual budget and departmental operations. This memorandum continues the conversation and 
seeks to to inform the Council of details around the proposed Planning Department budget and its 
operations. 
 
Goals 
 
Since the beginning of the year, the Planning Department has been in a period of transition with the 
departure of three senior level colleagues. It is critical to interim leadership that the Department 
maintains stability for staff during this period while anticipating more permanent decisions around 
the leadership of the Department. The overall focus for internal procedures is focusing on efficiency 
as well as the recording of institutional knowledge governing city processes. On the public facing 
side, the Department strives to help the public understand the complex processes of zoning and 
associated Planning applications. The Department is uniquely situated to interact with residents and 
other stakeholders at the beginning of development process and can share information about 
additional Ordinances that govern land such as the Tree Ordinance and Stormwater Ordinance, both 

https://www.newtonma.gov/government/planning#ad-image-0
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of which have an important relationship with the redevelopment of land and the Zoning Ordinance, 
as well as historic preservation and wetlands protection requirements. 
 
In addition, the Department is working to strengthen its working relationship with the City Council. 
With the staff shortages, we are working extremely hard to ensure that we are providing the support 
and technical guidance to the City Council that they need. We look forward to making additional 
strides in this area as we fill our vacancies.  
 
The Housing and Community Development Division is primarily focused on two goals -  creating and 
preserving affordable housing and supporting and assisting low- and moderate-income households. 
Housing staff oversees the use of federal funds received through the CDBG and HOME programs to 
create new and rehabilitate existing affordable housing units while also administering the City’s 
Inclusionary Zoning (IZ) Ordinance. Housing staff works closely with the planning division and local 
developers in developing the plan for the location and affordability of the IZ units as they are created 
and monitors the completed units once the project is complete.  
 
Use of Consultants 
 
The Planning Department uses consultants to aid staff in their work on major updates to the zoning 
ordinance, strategic plans, etc. Consultants are valuable to staff in terms of the time they can 
dedicate solely to each project, allowing the work to get done in a shorter timeframe.  Consultants 
often have more specialized skills such as economic analysis of policy decisions and architectural 
backgrounds and licenses. Consultant scopes of work are governed by the contract they have with 
the City. The Planning Department typically uses on-call consultants who are selected through an 
RFP process that goes out to bid every three years, with the next cycle occurring in 2027.  Where the 
Planning Department has multiple on-call consultants, we are able to utilize sound business practices 
by obtaining multiple proposals from each consultant for the various departmental needs.  
 
When the decision is made to hire a consultant, a Planning staff person is assigned to oversee the 
work based on the scope and focus of the project. That staff person is responsible for overseeing the 
work, in coordination with Department Leadership, including reviewing work projects, scheduling 
regular oversight meetings and reviews, and approving payments.  If the scope of the project 
changes, or if the term of the contract needs to be amended, then the staff person works with 
Department Leadership and the Purchasing Department to complete the steps necessary to have the 
additional work/time period approved. 
 
As of April 2026, the balance of the consultant budget is $192,186.47. The Planning Department 
anticipates spending between $6,000-$9,000 on a consultant who will cover a senior employee’s 
medical leave before the end of the fiscal year, to ensure that duties and responsibilities of that 
position are sustained. To date, almost $7,000 of consultant funds have been spent on the updates 
to the Inclusionary Zoning Ordinance, as required by Inclusionary Zoning Program Reevaluation 
Requirement (5.11.12.) 
 
While most projects stay within budget, any project that runs over can be balanced with projects 
that do not utilize the entirety of their allotted funds, from the consulting line item. Past practice has 
been that the consulting budget amount is estimated by projecting what upcoming projects the 
Department intends on fulfilling in the next fiscal year, which may be subject to change based on the 
City’s goals. There are several factors that should be considered when looking at the consulting costs 
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for a particular project. The scope of work and fee is often estimated early in the process. As the 
project evolves based on community engagement and City Council feedback, the project scope must 
sometimes expand beyond what was initially defined. In these cases, it’s only fair that the consultant 
would seek to be compensated for the additional work. The Planning Department does not pay 
consultants additional money for work that was covered under the original agreement.  
 
Oversight of consultants working on zoning ordinance updates is left with the Chief Planner of Long-
Range Planning, Deputy Director or Director (depending on the section of the Ordinance being 
updated). There is another component of the use of consultants on larger projects undergoing 
development review with the ZBA or City Council. The City typically engages these consultants in the 
areas of stormwater and site design, transportation, and design review. These consultants are paid 
for by the developer and have historically been managed by the Chief Planner for Current Planning. 
It is important to point out that most of our consultants are design professionals with specific areas 
of unique expertise. Consultants do not set or drive policy, nor do they tell Planning, the City Council, 
or the community what they should do. They are there to help us achieve a collective vision or 
objective.  
 
Artificial Intelligence and Software 
 
Planning is cautious about Artificial Intelligence in interpreting something as complicated as the 
Newton Zoning Ordinance where city staff have local knowledge and years of expertise in 
deciphering. Staff have tested AI to satisfy natural curiosity and found AI to sometimes have incorrect 
answers. The Zoning Ordinance is extremely nuanced, and any gray areas rely on interpretation from 
the Commissioner of Inspectional Services, which wouldn’t be known to AI. The typical learning curve 
for a Land Use Planner is 6-12 months and given the public facing nature of the Land Use Planners, it 
allows the City to establish face to face interactions and know that the information they are receiving 
is correct. However, AI is a powerful tool that can be useful when trying to pressure test potential 
zoning changes. For example, if the City Council wanted to explore dimensional changes to new 
construction, AI could be useful in exploring how a builder might try to work around the proposed 
changes. This allows us to use the power of AI to explore the potential unintended consequences of 
proposed zoning amendments.  
 
Planning is using AI to help streamline meeting minutes, but to be clear the AI tools produce minutes 
that must be reviewed and edited before considering them to be an official record.  
 
AI will continue to be utilized to improve efficiency in the Department and it’s something that is a 
common discussion point in Planning and the rest of the city departments.  
 
NewGov has become an important tool for Planning Staff to use to receive and review applications 
and accompanying documents.  The program has helped to streamline the application process and 
allows the public to easily check in on the progress of their application reviews, increasing 
transparency and communication.  Similarly, Planning staff works daily with the City’s GIS systems 
and with the IT Department as needed to create maps and analyze GIS data. 
 
Some of the questions from councilors concern plan review for discretionary approvals (special 
permits, comprehensive permits). There is software, Bluebeam, that ISD uses for plan review and 
that some Planning Staff have started using, but there is opportunity for training to better utilize this 
tool. Bluebeam can compare plans and allow the user to measure certain dimensions. However, it is 
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important to note that materials received must be drafted by the appropriate design professional 
and be stamped for submittal with the appropriate application. Staff cannot verify information 
submitted for development projects. For example, if staff suspected a measurement was inaccurate 
within a plan, staff will ask the petitioner to verify with their design professional, who has specific 
licensure and accreditation to stamp plans. 
 
Operations and Staffing 
 
When fully staffed, the Department cross trains employees to cover duties for other staff members, 
and each staff member has a “back up”. During periods of short staffing, the Planning Department 
prioritizes adequate coverage of the office during normal working hours to ensure there is a staff 
person present who can answer questions from members of the public, city staff, and city councilors 
to provide quick and efficient customer service. During this term, the Planning Department has been 
short staffed in critical positions such as Director, Chief Planner for Current Planning (hired March 
2026), and Senior Planner for Long Range Planning (anticipated hire May/June 2026). While the 
Department has employees in the Acting roles, staff are overextended in performing Departmental 
duties, which may result in delays in completing non-deadline driven work. The leadership of the 
Department encourages staff to take the vacation time that is part of their benefits package to 
prevent burnout, especially during periods of being short staffed. While the Department has made 
progress in filling positions with exceptional candidates, there is always a learning curve and/or 
adjustment period. 
 
Leadership in the Department requested additional funding for professional development 
opportunities to ensure continuing education and support employee retention. Department staff 
regularly attend conferences in their respective fields and networks with surrounding communities 
to learn their best practices.  Several Planning Department staff members have taken advantage of 
City resources to take classes at area universities that will benefit their work for the City.  
 
The greatest need within Planning is to have adequate specialized staff available to complete the 
additional work requested for the Department.  Department leadership sees a benefit to the City in 
providing more specialized staff support throughout the Department to improve existing staff’s 
capacity to complete much needed additional, non-deadline driven projects. Staff are needed with 
the capacity to complete initial application reviews and detailed administrative tasks which prevent 
existing staff from working on longer-term goals such as City Preservation plans, zoning changes, and 
large project reviews of special and comprehensive permits.  
 
The City hired an Outreach Coordinator in January 2025, previously the Community Engagement 
Planner, who focuses on communication and outreach. The Outreach Coordinator runs the Planning 
Departments social media, updates and revamps the website, disseminates, communicates and 
creates resources regarding zoning changes (ADUs, Façade Ratio), liaises planning projects between 
city hall and the community like the Newton Centre Plaza and the Washington Street Pilot, manages 
the interns under the summer intern program with Newton North and Newton South High School, 
and drafts the Planning Department newsletter. In the last few months, the Outreach Coordinator 
has tabled at Harvest Fair, the Newton Public Schools, and the Cooper Center. The Outreach 
coordinator also coordinates and markets community meetings on a variety of projects and 
initiatives.   
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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 FY2027?

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?

Attachment A
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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. Is there 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. What is 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. For recurring 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? 
 
AI and Technology (Planning, Permitting & Zoning) 
1. Where can AI or technology/automation reduce staff time in?  Examples - Permit intake 

and review; Plan/document review (zoning compliance, dimensional checks, Staff 
report drafting 

 
2. Are we fully utilizing existing systems (e.g., permitting software, GIS tools), or are there 

gaps in training or integration? 
 

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

 
5. How can technology improve transparency and communication with residents and 

applicants? 
 

6. Could AI 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 

1. Is ISD properly staffed to meet demand for inspections, permitting, and enforcement? 
 
2. Where are the biggest bottlenecks (plan review, inspections, enforcement, customer 

response times, etc)? 
 

3. If one additional FTE were added, where would it have the greatest impact? 
 
4. Would adding staff reduce reliance on consultants or overtime? 

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

investment within the department? 
 

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

 
7. Are there any additional processes to put in 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)? 

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

site? 
 
9. Capture the questions asked at the ISD Counter. (good idea JO). Is there a need for 

additional information to be distributed at the Counter? 


