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THE NORTHLAND NEWTON DEVELOPMENT 

 

 

This book is about an optimistic future in which suburbs can make 

a conscious choice, followed by concrete action, to become as 

current and central to our society today as they were for much of 

the latter half of the twentieth century.  Without damaging a blade 

of grass on a single lawn, suburbs across North American can 

seize opportunities to transform tens of millions of acres of 

“greyfields”—outmoded predominantly single-use shopping 

centers and office parks—into a new generation of compact, dense, 

walkable, mixed-use—urban—places that accommodate multiple 

dreams. 

   Suburban Remix, David Dixon et al (2018)  

Vision 

 Northland Investment Corporation (Northland) proposes a transformative Vision 

for its 22.6 acre property located between Needham Street and Newton Upper Falls 

Village.  In 1979 Newton-based Northland began the first transformation of Needham 

Street by imagining post-industrial uses for Needham Street and creating the Marshall’s 

Plaza which has served the community and has been the anchor for development along 

Needham Street for 40 years.  By acquisition of 55 Tower Road and 156 Oak Street, 

Northland can once again create a generational opportunity for Needham Street for the 

benefit of the City of Newton.  A mixed use center as envisioned by the Comprehensive 

Plan and the Needham Street Area Vision Plan 2018 provides an opportunity for a new 

type of development including: 

• Preservation of the character of Newton Upper Falls 

• Sustainability ingrained into the development 

• Newton’s largest affordable housing development 

• Dedicated public spaces and access for walking and biking 
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• Re-conceived multi-modaltransit system tying the development to the 

region, and 

• Economic development including renovated office space, new 

commercial space and housing near jobs and services 

   I.  Development Summary 

 Northland Development LLC (Northland) on behalf of its affiliates owning 

property on and adjacent to Needham Street applies to the City Council for: 

• Re-zoning of 22.6 acres of land (the "Property") on the East side of 

Needham Street from Mixed Use 1 (MU-1) to Business 4 (BU-4);  

• Special permits and site plan approval to allow development of the 

Northland Newton Development. 

 This Project Narrative and accompanying presentation will describe the basis for 

Northland’s request for a re-zoning of the Property and key elements of the Northland 

Newton Development including: 

• Transportation Analysis Executive Summary (Tab 13) 

• Project Program (Tab 15) 

• Inclusionary Housing Plan (Tab 16) 

• Sustainability Executive Summary (Tab 17) 

• Fiscal Impact Executive Summary (Tab 18) 

 Northland has for the past two years undertaken a process of engagement with 

the community for implementation of the Vision.  Informed by its community 

engagement, Northland is asking the City Council to implement a significant portion of 

the Comprehensive Plan of 2007 as amended by the Mixed-Use Centers Amendment 

adopted by the Council in 2011, and Northland asks that the implementation be 

consistent with the Needham Street Area Vision Plan 2018 (the “Vision Plan 2018”).  We 

believe that the Council will determine that: 

• The current MU-1 zoning imposed on these large parcels is inappropriate to 

serve our community both at present and in the future; 

• The Property is an appropriate location for the type of Mixed Use Center 

contemplated by the Comprehensive Plan and the Vision Plan 2018;   
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• The vision of the Mixed-Use Center Amendment and the Vision Plan 2018 

can be accomplished without the necessity of creating a new zone or 

amending an existing zone, but by utilizing existing zoning;  

• The appropriate zoning district for these parcels is BU-4; 

• Northland’s Vision of a new concept in transit mitigation complementing the 

development program and design creates an opportunity for transformation 

into the future, and 

• The Northland Newton Development fulfills the goals of the Compehensive 

Plan    

 II:  The Land to be Rezoned 

 The land petitioned to be rezoned is shown on Tab 2 and on the plans filed with 

this petition.  The land comprises 22.6 acres in 3 parcels including: 

 

Address Section, 
Block, Lot 

 

Owner Land Area Use 

156 Oak St. S51 B28 L5A  Northland Oak 
Street LLC 
 

237,832 s.f. 
(5.46 acres) 

office building 
 

55 Tower 
Rd. 

S51 B28 L5 Northland 
Tower Road 
Investors LLC 
 

483,583 s.f. 
(11.10 
acres) 

industrial and 
demolished 

275-281 
Needham 
St. 

S51 B28 L6 Needham 
Street 
Associates 

265,232 s.f. 
(6.08 acres) 

"Marshall's" 
Plaza and 
office  

 

III:  Overview of the Planning Opportunity  

 With 40 years of presence on Needham Street Northland has a unique and long 

term view of the corridor, of changes in demographics and economics over time, and 

Northland has a perspective and a Vision for the future.  Until 1988 all of Needham 

Street was in the Manufacturing Zone with very few zoning restrictions.  Industrial 

buildings, many on small lots were developed in the 1950's  , and while some of those 

buildings remain today most have been reconfigured or rebuilt as retail, service or 

institutional uses.    In 1979 Northland built Marshall's Plaza introducing the first major 
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retail use on the street.  The office structure at 233 Needham Street was built in the mid 

1980's, and those developments led to the conversion from industrial to commercial and 

institutional uses on the street.  As an overview, since the re-zoning of 1988 to 

encourage office and research use the street has been converting piecemeal to retail 

uses and the two housing developments at Village Falls Condominium and the 

AvalonBay apartments. 

 The Northland property is a significant gateway to the Needham Street corridor.  

What is an appropriate vision for its next use?  In Tab 3 David Dixon of Stantec who is 

the author of Urban Design for an Urban Century (2014) and Suburban Remix (2018) 

evaluates the site, the future area and regional context, and Newton's Comprehensive 

Plan and suggests some overall planning criteria for moving forward. 

 We note in particular in Mr. Dixon's letter that Needham Street is not now a true 

"mixed use" area, but that it can be, and that the Property has the capacity to be the hub 

of the N2 Innovation district while at the same time connecting directly and by walking 

paths to Newton Upper Falls and the Charlemont Street and Christina Street 

neighborhoods.  Mr. Dixon also notes that the property has the opportunity to provide a 

wide variety of housing to support both the future growth of the work force and the 

downsizing needs of seniors. 

 IV:   Existing Zoning  

 We will start with an analysis of the current zoning along Needham Street. Tab 4 

Page 1 is the zoning map of Needham Street.  The Westerly side of the street and the 

Southeasterly end are zoned MU-1.  The Northeasterly end is zoned MU-2.  Tab 4 

Pages 2-6 are Section 4.4.1, the Allowed Uses in the Business, Mixed Use & 

Manufacturing Districts. 

 Commercial uses allowed by right in the MU-1 District include: 

• Health Club, above or below ground floor 

• Office 

Industrial uses allowed by right in the MU-1 District include: 

• Assembly or fabrication of materials manufactured off premises 

• Laboratory and research facility, no recombinant DNA 

• Manufacturing 
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Many other uses which include retail sales over 5,000 s.f., bank, services, ground 

floor health club, restaurant, vehicle sales and repairs, wholesale business or storage 

facility are permitted by special permit. 

Residential use is effectively prohibited by the dimensional requirements of 

10,000 s.f. per unit. 

Uses which the Zoning Ordinance prohibits on Needham Street, i.e. not 

permitted either by right or by special permit include without limitation: 

• Assisted living, nursing home 

• Elderly housing with services 

• Government offices or services 

• Hospital 

• Library, Museum or similar institution 

• Theatre, hall 

• Personal service  

• Radio or television broadcasting studio 

• Retail sales under 5,000 s.f. 

 We ask the Council first to to recognize that the current zoning on Needham 

Street is reflective of neither the actual circumstances nor of any desired circumstances.  

We ask the Council to consider that the Vision of Northland and the combined visions of 

the Comprehensive Plan and the Needham Street Area Vision of 2018 are prohibited by 

the existing uses allowed in the MU-1 District. 

 Tab 4 pages 6-7 are the dimensional provisions for the MU Districts.  First note 

that Section 4.2.2. B 1 provides that: 

 "1.  Special Permit Required.  A special permit is required 

for any development in a mixed-use district of 20,000 square 

feet or more."  

 Northland reserves its rights as to the applicability of Section 4.2.2. B to the 

Property.  We think it is highly likely that this Section is inconsistent with G.L. c. 40A, 

and we note that the provision has not, to our knowledge, been challenged, nor has it 

ever been applied to deny any project since its insertion in the Ordinance.    
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 The MU-1 District allows as-of-right 3 story buildings with a 36-foot height limit, 

and by special permit commercial buildings of 4 stories and 48 feet height.  A floor area 

ratio of 1.5 is allowed for 2 and 3 story buildings, and a floor area ratio of 2.0 is allowed 

for 4 story buildings by special permit. 

 In contrast to the Zoning Ordinance which is directive or permissive, Tab 5 

shows the context plan of Needham Street - the actual uses from the City GIS map.  

What we see is that the majority of the street is "commercial" use, which is primarily 

retail use allowed by special permits or non-conforming from 1988.   233 Needham 

Street stands out as the only office building and in effect as one of the very few 

conforming uses on the street. 

Tab 5 also includes an inventory of all the properties on Needham Street. 

 In Summary, the Property is in the MU-1 District in which the primary intended 

uses by right are manufacturing and office with buildings of up to 3 stories and a floor 

area ratio of 1.5.  The property is therefore zoned for +/- 1,500,000 s.f. office. Other 

uses, primarily retail uses, are allowed by special permit, as is a height of 4 stories.     

At the same time as retail and housing have increased office uses have been 

decreasing along Needham Street.  The Nexus project was formerly 120,000 s.f. of 

TripAdvisor (previously Polaroid) space, the 190,000 Northland building at 156 Oak 

Street (formerly Clark’s) has been vacant, 27 Christina Street has been converted from 

60,000 s.f. office to institutional use as the Barry Price Center and 320 Needham Street 

is 43,000 s.f. office which has been converted to institutional use as day care and for 

profit school.   The MU-1 District does not reflect either the current reality of the street or 

any potential future reality.  We cannot think of a justification for a zoning district on 

Needham Street to prohibit ZipCar or LimeBikes or housing.  In fact the MU-1 District is 

working at cross purposes to desirable outcomes on Needham Street. 

 V: Comparison of MU-1 to BU-4 

 Northland is petitioning the City Council for a change of zone to BU-4.  The BU-4 

District is in most ways substantially similar to the other Business Districts with the 

significant exception that the BU-4 District allows heights up to 8 stories by special 

permit.  Northland believes that the 22-acre parcel on the West side of Needham Street 

is the single most likely parcel in the City to have space and setbacks sufficient for an 8-
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story building, and that the height will be a significant factor in creating the desired sense 

of place at the site.  At this time Northland is not proposing either: 

• Any revisions or amendments to the Zoning Ordinance. We think the 

Ordinance for the BU-4 district is appropriate and have contemplated the 

BU-4 zoning for the proposed project. 

• A Planned Multi-Use Business Development (PMBD).  That overlay 

district is only available in an underlying BU-4 District located on a "major 

arterial" street, meaning Route 9.  Again, at this time Northland is not 

asking for any amendment to the Zoning Ordinance other than a map 

change. 

Tab 6 contains comparisons from the Zoning Ordinance of the use and 

dimensional requirements of the MU-1 and BU-4 Districts.  (The use comparisons also 

appear in Tab 4.) 

 VI:  The Comprehensive Plan - Mixed Use Centers Amendment (2011), 

Needham Street Area Vision Plan 2018 

The City's Comprehensive Plan of 2007 as amended in 2011 and again on 

August 13, 2018  is available at 

http://www.newtonma.gov/civicax/filebank/documents/30752.  The Mixed-Use Centers 

Amendment added November 7, 2011 (the "Mixed Use Centers Amendment”) is 

included in Tab 7.   Summary pages from Area Vision Plan 2018 are included in Tab 8 

and the Plan is available at http://www.newtonma.gov/civicax/filebank/documents/91211.  

Northland believes that the Comprehensive Plan and the Area Vision Plan 2018 

reflect an aspiration of the City Council that there should be one or more mixed use 

centers in the City.   Assuming that this is the case, this re-zoning request poses to the 

City Council the question of whether the Northland site is an appropriate location.  The 

Mixed Use Centers Amendment specifically provides that  mixed use centers should be 

located where: 

• The non-residential uses are present or permitted in the 
zone; and 

• Access by both auto and public transit can be 

accommodated without damage to the character and 

functioning of the vicinity. 
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The first location limitation is to provide that mixed-use centers should not create 

an expansion of commercial areas, that is they should be in commercial areas.  The 

second requirement of access and transit is contextual.  The standard is not that a 

mixed-use center should generate zero traffic but that it "can be accommodated without 

damage to the character and functioning of the vicinity".   That is a proper test for a 

special permit application. 

 Northland’s community engagement over the last two years reflects the 

Comprehensive Plan’s recommended process for assessing the proposal involving 

"collaboration among the interested parties, e.g. redeveloper, neighbors and the City."  

The significance of this process is to:  

"...facilitate early understanding by developers if a proposed 

project is likely to gain approval before significant resources are 

committed to specific designs.  For people in nearby 

neighborhoods, this approach should provide predictability about 

the limits to potential impacts of development and a well-defined 

role in the process of managing the impacts of new 

development..." 

The "Vision" of the Comprehensive Plan , particularly with respect to access and 

transportation, calls for the City, the community and the developer to collaborate on 

modeling potential impacts in order that, among other concepts: 

• By mixing uses some trips that would otherwise be made 

in autos can be made on foot; 

• Bicycle and pedestrian access into and around the center 

can reduce the share of trips made by auto; 

• The mix of uses can be adjusted to manage the volume 

and timing of traffic generation, and coordinated 

management can implement TDM measures; 

• The design and placement of access points and 

transportation mitigation should "cause no harm" to the 

community. 

Northland notes that during its community engagement these issues have been 

discussed and those discussions have informed the Northland Vision. 
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 Sections of the Mixed-Use Centers Amendment include: 

• Designing Mixed-Use Centers (see page 3A-3) 

• Access and Transportation (see page 3A-5) 

• Housing in Mixed Use Centers (see page 3A-8) 

• Finance in Mixed Use Centers (see page 3A-10) 

• Mixed Use Guidance Process (see page 3A-12) 

The Area Vision Plan 2018 views the potential for Needham Street as “…a 

prosperous mixed-use district that emulates many of the positive aspects of Newton’s 

villages.  The area will be designed for all ages and connected to transportation options.”  

The Area Vision Plan 2018 refers to “diverse residential options and modern innovation 

industries” and “will incorporate invironmentally sustainable technologies and design.”  

Specific areas addressed include: 

• A Vision for Environmental Health – including “…restoration of 

existing open space” and “…diverse, multi-use natural areas that 

encourage activity and environmental education. 

Northland’s outline program for sustainability is included as Tab 17 

and addresses many of these issues directly.  The Council will want to 

review and discuss these proposals. 

• A Vision for Transportation – including “…safe and convenient 

connections in and around the local neighborhoods and to 

regional destinations”, and “diverse options for getting to the street 

whether by transit, walking, biking or driving.” 

Transportation is integral and central to the programming and the 

physical design of the Northland Vision.  Tab 12 provides an 

underlying analysis of shared parking for the Development, and Tab 

13 sets forth a bold initiative for a long term and new form of shuttle 

service to address 21st century lifestyles.    

• A Vision for Land Use – including “a vibrant destination with a 

distinct identity.” 

The mix of uses to create such a vibrant destination is crucial to the 

identity of the Development.  These themes are repeated in the 

Stantec Letter of Tab 3. 
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• A Vision for Design – including “an inviting place for people of all 

ages and abilities…[with] buildings and public spaces..designed at 

a scale to engage people at the ground level and promote an 

active pedestrian environment.” 

Northland’s design proposal is intentionally bold and forward looking.  

Building 1 is retained as an historic reflection of the past of Newton 

Upper Falls.  Building 3 opposite the Mill Green reflects the traditions 

of Building 1.  Building 2 on Needham Street is the gateway to the 

Development and is a bold statement of design.  Each of the buildings 

by Stantec and Cube 3 represents an individual vision and a separate 

statement within the community.   

Northland views the Area Vision Plan 2018 as an important public effort.  The 

Plan does not endorse a specific project, but it has informed Northland’s Vision and is 

reflected throughout the Development concept and execution.  

VII:   Access and Transportation 

Tab 13 contains the Executive Summary of the VHB Transporation Analysis and 

the complementary proposal of the 128 Business Council for a vibrant and robust series 

of shuttles from the Development to transit and work destinations. 

VIII:  Inclusionary Housing 

The Northland Newton Development will provide 123 units of affordable housing 

and become the the City's largest affordable housing development.  The units will be 

spread throughout the Development in proportion to the number of units, bedroom mix 

on all floors and built to the same specifications as all the other units.  An Executive 

Summary of the Inclusionary Housing Plan is included in Tab 16. 

 IX:  Fiscal/Economic Impact – School Impact 

The proposed project will have significant fiscal implications for the City and 

specifically including impact on the school system.   Tab 18 is an Executive Summary of 

the anticipated fiscal and school impacts of the Development.  Northland is pleased that 

it anticipates an increase of annual municipal revenue of approximately $4,000,000 

which would constitute about 1% of the City’s budget.   The school  impacts are 

discussed, and after extensive discussions with the School Department we believe that 
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the system has capacity for the expected population for as long as projections can be 

made.  Our analysis also shows an increase of about 1400 full time equivalent jobs in 

the City and secondary economic impacts of great significance in the City.   

X:  Neighborhood Integration 

The Development must be done in a manner to reconnect and make the 

Northland site an extension of Newton Upper Falls.  Kenneth Newcomb, in his book, The 

Makers of the Mold, states this about Upper Falls: “Its slow and orderly growth, albeit 

industrial and blue collar, early marked it as a village of substance, so much so that for a 

period of nearly a century it offered inspiration and leadership to its five companion 

villages which together created the beginning of a city”.  Tab 19 includes a series of 

historic maps and a current aerial photograph that show the evolution of the Saco Pettee 

Machine Shops complex (Northland site) and the adjacent Upper Falls village.  The 

images show the historical separation of this site from the neighborhood. In prior uses 

the site and the neighborhood were integrated as a manufacturing area with adjacent 

worker housing and commercial areas.  The Saco-Pettee Machine Shops vicinity was a 

"mixed use center" before there was such a thing, before zoning separated land areas 

into uses.  Visual and pedestrian connections, as well as complementary neighborhood 

uses, can re-integrate the project site into Newton Upper Falls, while the current MU-1 

zoning, with its emphasis on light manufacturing and office space, will only keep the site 

cut off.  The sense of place to be developed on the site requires that the property be re-

zoned out of the MU-1 district. 
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