
 

 

       

Newtonville Area Council - Meeting Agenda  

Thursday, June 10, 2021   7:00 PM 

Meeting Location: Online via Zoom 

Attendance: 

• NAC members: Peter Bruce (President), Dana D’Agostino (Treasurer), Carolyn Gabbay 

(Secretary), Kirill Alshewski, Jessica Aker Archer, Martina Jackson, Susan Reisler and Pam 

Shufro 

• City Councilors: Susan Albright; Tarik Lucas; Emily Norton and Pam Wright 

• City Government: Gloria Garvis, Newton Community Pride 

• Waban Area Council: Chris Pitts (WAC President) 

• Media: Ms. Ania Keenan (Boston Globe) 

• Members of the public: Approximately 20 people, including Elizabeth “Beth” Smith (Trio 

Liaison Committee), Aline Sammut, Alice Ingerson, Jonathan Chow, Lisa Gordon, Marc 

Hershman, Teresa Sauro (Nonantum Neighborhood Association), Helen Nayar, and John 

Vasilakis 

 

Peter called the meeting to order and confirmed the presence of a quorum.  

1. Burning issues 

a) Discussion of movies and/or concerts on public plazas.  After group discussion informed 

by the expertise and experiences of City Council President Susan Albright and Newton Pride 

(Gloria Gavris) covering various ideas for outdoor community activities (including movies, 

concerts, bands or buskers, magicians), location (such as Bram Way) and financing sources 

(such as the 28 Austin cultural program funding commitment), there was an informal 

consensus that Peter should create a working group to investigate further and work with 

Paula Gannon and Gloria Gavris.  Peter, Susan and Chris Pitts agreed to serve on the working 

group.   There was no vote on this matter. 

 

b) Keeping Newtonville Center clean: new signs and cleanups; cracking down on vandals. 

Susan reviewed the problem of trash (food refuse and food packaging) on sidewalks and the 

newly installed Walnut Street seating, as well as graffiti on the new benches’ arms and wood.  

Of particular note, in addition to her own efforts to clean up the area, she explained that she 

had contacted City Hall (Devra Bailin) for support with signs encouraging clean-up efforts 

for local merchants to post in their windows, four of which have already agreed to post them.  

She said that Councilor Oliver contacted the Newton Police Department and the community 

liaison officer. She suggested that during the school year, starting in September, added 

measures (such as student patrols) might be helpful.    
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c) Gun store regulation update. Councilor Lucas summarized the recently enacted gun shop 

zoning ordinance (which will limit gun stores to 3 locations – Rumford Avenue, North Street 

and    Boylston Street, lower Chestnut Hill Mall – and a Special Permit requirement) and 

which will apply retroactively from the public hearing notice date (i.e., April 23, 2021) that 

will effectively prevent the proposed gun shop at 709 Washington Street from opening.  He 

also noted that there are docketed items on limiting the number of gun shops in Newton, and 

for a total ban, as to which a public hearing has been scheduled for June 21, 2021.  

Carolyn presented a suggestion that she and Kartikey Trivedi had crafted for changing the 

zoned locations to The Shops at Chestnut Hill (aka the Upper Chestnut Hill Mall) and 

Lifetime Center (aka the Atrium Mall) as locations at which gun shop applications might be 

less likely.  She asked the approval for their presenting this idea at the June 21 public hearing 

with the endorsement of the NAC.   

President Albright commented that, while Newton has not done the kind of parcel-specific 

overlay zoning that Dedham did, Newton could look into an overlay.  She also said that 

Attorney Jonah Temple has told her that the City Council has considerable discretion to deny 

Special Permits and that many Special Permit applicants withdraw their applications 

“without prejudice” to revise and resubmit, rather than having a denial voted on an 

application.  She thought the idea of an overlay district would be an interesting idea to study.   

Following additional comments about some apparent factionalism despite the City 

Councilors’ recognition of the broad community consensus against a gun shop in Newton 

and the Supreme Court’s current conservative composition, Peter moved and Carolyn 

seconded and it was   

VOTED: To authorize Carolyn Gabbay and Kartikey Trivedi to make a 

presentation at the June 21, 2021 public hearing suggesting that the locations 

zoned for firearms stores and uses be changed to The Shops at Chestnut Hill (aka 

the Upper Chestnut Hill Mall) and Lifetime Center (aka the Atrium Mall), with 

the NAC’s request that the Zoning and Planning Committee and City Council 

give the idea serious consideration. 

• Voting in favor: Kirill, Peter, Carolyn, Martina, and Susan. 

• Abstaining: Jessica and Dana. 

• Pam and Kartikey were absent at that point in the meeting.  

Councilor Norton commented on the proposal to ban firearms  stores in Newton, saying that 

while there are various schools of thought on appropriate tactics, there is consensus on not 

wanting to have a gun shop.  She explained that she voted for the current ordinance, but that 

it was not “inoculating” Newton from a gun shop. She noted that if an application proceeds 

to the Special Permit stage, the City Council will act in a quasi-judicial role in conducting the 

review, must adhere to the articulated criteria and cannot reject a Special Permit merely 

based on constituent complaints or personal preferences, as doing so would be more likely to 

expose the City to litigation than passing a ban with “standby” zoning criteria that would 
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apply if the ban were to be invalidated.  She also noted that Cambridge has had an 

unchallenged ban in effect since 1986 and that both the Foley Hoag and Mintz law firms 

have offered to defend the City pro bono.   

Helen Nayar agreed with Councilor Norton, expressing that it was important for the City, 

especially in view of citizen feedback, to take a clear and straightforward stand. 

President Albright noted that gun control advocates (such as the Giffords Law Center and the 

Mass Coalition for the Prevention of Gun Violence) have advised against a ban which could 

result in a case that is litigated up to the Supreme Court and could result in a decision 

protecting gun stores rather than residents.  Councilor Norton commented that there is a 

difference of opinion among gun violence advocates and that John Rosenthal (who was the 

moving force behind the anti-gun violence billboards on the Mass Pike) favors the ban.  

Councilor Lucas asked to have a copy of the slides prepared by Carolyn and Kartikey shared 

with all City Councilors. 

 

At a later point in the meeting, Carolyn reported that Kartikey had submitted the previously 

authorized Public Records Act request for documents related to the gun shop proposed at 709 

Washington Street. 

 

d) Other Matters.  No items under this topic heading were raised for discussion. 

 

2.  City departments:  Discussion of City departments' responsiveness to Area Councils, 

citizens groups and individual citizens on topics such as Newtonville benches, 

marijuana signs, and rodent issues, etc. 

 

Peter introduced the above-listed subjects for discussion and Martina commented there was 

no adequate process with Beautify Newtonville or the NAC regarding the selection of the 

style of benches.  She noted that, although Barney Heath had stated that “pictures were 

shown” of the benches that were eventually installed, it was unclear to whom they were 

shown.  She also noted that the process betokened a lack of transparency and she suggested 

that the applicable Area Council and organizations like Beautiful Newtonville should be 

consulted for citizen participation  on matters like this.   

 

Helen noted an apparent preference for hiring external consultants when the same (or better) 

resources are available in the City without unnecessary expenditures of taxpayer money, as in 

the case of the Bulloughs Pond dam.    

 

Aline Sammut commented that Walnut Street now lacks a consistent “look” and is ugly.  She 

also criticized the process that had been used and volunteered to help if there are 

opportunities in future. 

 

Jessica commented that benches by bus stops might not be in Newton’s control. 
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Carolyn commented on the lack of enforcement of the Special Permit conditions in relation 

to the new signs at Garden Remedies, as well as the lack of responsiveness to citizen 

inquiries and the NAC.  

 

President Albright stated that she would not support what Mr. Heath had done with regard to 

the marijuana signs, but explained that 5 months ago Garden Remedies had said they would 

file for an amendment to its Special Permit to lift the appointments requirement and that Mr. 

Heath had said he would deal with that and the signs at the same time.  She said that Garden 

Remedies has now filed the amendment request.   

 

Carolyn expressed concern that the “appointment only” condition needed to be retained and 

that there should be no sympathy for Garden Remedies since they clearly knew the terms of 

the Special Permit that they had negotiated but nevertheless had erected new signs in 

violation of the terms of the Special Permit.  

 

Peter noted that people continued to be unable to get an answer to why the City would 

conflate the issue of appointments and erecting signs in violation of their Special Permit. He 

also commented that with the lighted billboard Garden Remedies erected on the Mass Pike  

directing people to Newtonville, our village is subject to becoming “pot central.”  Jessica 

countered that, with a maximum of 8 retailers and fewer open currently, Newtonville would 

not be regarded as “pot central.”  She suggested an equivalence to alcohol and reliance on 

parental responsibility with regard to cannabis.  But, she also acknowledged that Garden 

Remedies had acted wrongly and had not gone through proper channels with regard to  their 

signs.  

 

Commenting that he would not speak about Garden Remedies because of his role on the City 

Council, Councilor Lucas noted the recent approval of a site on Rt. 9 (MadMen) and the 

potential for more pot shops since Mayor Fuller has entered into 8 Host Agreements all over 

the City and that home delivery will begin soon. 

 

Turning to the topic of development in Newtonville, Beth Smith, a member of the Trio 

Liaison Committee, noted that the Committee has been working with the neighborhood, the 

City and Mark Development for 3 years.  She noted that President Albright has been 

participating and that Councilors Norton and Lucas are joining as well.  She expressed the 

hope that when the Liaison Committee ends there will be a way to capture what has been 

learned and that sharing those ideas will be helpful in other situations, as some of the issues 

are specific to Trio and other issues are of broader import.  She highlighted the issue of rats 

(which had been raised in the last NAC meeting), noting that development disturbs rat nests 

and that various suburbs have issues with rats. She noted that the Committee worked well 

with Scott Lombardi through Mark Development and had thought that they had gotten on top 

of the issue with traps, etc.  But that as the property became populated, a new management 

company changed the processes due to the LEED certification, and that either nothing was 

done during the winter and into the spring, or what was done was not working for the 
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abutters; and rats have gone across the street and into other houses.  Homeowners have called 

the Mayor, etc., about concerns. Mark Development will propose a neighborhood plan 

involving at least 10-12 homes.  Precautions need to be taken because rats spread.  

Reportedly, the rat problem at the Sunrise senior living development on Washington recurred 

and involves the Walgreen’s store as well.  She also commented that, the City put doorhanger 

materials on homes notifying the homeowners of a rat problem but that notification actually 

resulted from those homeowners informing the City of the problem.  She also said that the 

City maintained that they would not come onto private properties to help remediate the 

problem. She also noted that Trio plans to have 4 or 5 food establishments open in the retail 

space, thereby adding to garbage for collection and that outdoor dining will need added 

precautions so as not to aggravate the rat problem.  She also noted that in Washington, DC 

the community has tried a birth control approach to rat issues.  

 

She further explained that there are additional issues with Trio, namely light pollution, 

plantings that have died, and illuminated signs facing houses (like the bright CVS sign) 

which are under the purview of the Urban Design Commission and that all new illuminated 

signs now have to be dimmable.  She suggested that the Area Councils pay more attention to 

these issues in connection with future developments.   

 

Peter asked whether the City has a rat reporting hotline, but Beth said that people stopped 

bothering to report after finding that the City will not do anything on their private property.  

Peter asked about the Health Department.  Beth agreed that rats pose a health problem that 

the City does not want, but that she has found that what the City can/will do is more limited 

than she would have expected.   She noted that Revere had hired the rodent control company 

that Mark Development has now engaged, so it would seem that, if Newton wanted to do 

something, the City could engage the company, but the City may not have felt so motivated 

because the primary impact has been on 10-12 homeowners, one of whom caught 7 rats.   

 

Councilor Lucas said he had participated in a conference call on the subject last week during 

which the City said that they will not exterminate, catch or kill on private property.  He 

commented that this needs to be addressed more strongly as development continues along 

Washington Street, Newton Corner and West Newton and that the problem occurring in 

Newtonville and Nonantum will be an issue at Riverside and the Northland site. 

 

Martina said she had also participated in the conference call.  She noted that the birth control 

approach was of no effect in New York’s Central Park and that poisoning was not possible 

because dogs could eat the rodent carcasses.  She emphasized that effective action is needed, 

not just relegating the issue to an attitude of “it’s just the way it is,” as rats are dangerous and 

proliferate quickly.  She argued that the private property distinction should not be controlling 

since the problem around the Sunrise facility is such the neighbors see rats in the streets, but 

the Health Department has done nothing about it.  The issue cannot be viewed as a localized 

neighborhood issue. 

 



 

Page 6 of 9 

 

Jessica asked about the  role of public health with animal control and rabies testing, etc., for 

which protocols may be on a website.  She said she was not sure how that might relate to this 

issue. 

 

Carolyn underscored the urgency of the City and developers responding to this issue. 

 

Beth explained that developers are required to do some rodent control on the development 

property, but that this does not solve the problem caused for adjacent areas and a truly 

comprehensive approach is needed.  There is no doubt that development will disturb rats – 

just demolishing the old buildings on a site creates vibrations that cause rats to move.  The 

City needs to much clearer in their literature so that, among other things, residents can take 

appropriate preventive measures. 

 

Aline Sammut echoed that there are  external effects to using poisons, including  the 

poisoning of pets. 

 

3. Zoning Redesign:  Village center zoning 

 

Although no Planning Department representative was able to attend, but City Council President 

Albright was attending, Peter asked her to begin the topic by discussing public participation in 

the village centers zoning process. 

 

President Albright commented that community engagement is the most important part of starting 

the process for village center zoning redesign.  She also said that there had been some 

misunderstandings about the focus groups for village centers and that the objective was to obtain 

input from everybody, including traditionally non-participatory groups.  She invited the NAC to 

foster a vision kit group.  In answer to a question about the difference between a focus group and 

a vision kit group, President Albright said that she understood them to be the same thing.  She 

also endorsed Peter’s idea of adding their own questions to the vision kit if a group so desired. 

Martina suggested the process should have a scientific, or at least semi-scientific survey, noting 

that the science behind ad hoc focus groups was unclear.  Peter noted that the NAC’s 

Washington Street survey, even if not conducted as a truly “scientific” survey due to lack of 

adequate funding, had been at least semi-scientific,  valuable, and well done, since every 

household in the target wards had been sent a postcard urging all adults to participate, and due to 

the large number of respondents.  He also commented regarding focus groups that a series of  

focus groups among each key demographic and democratic plenary sessions (not just separate 

break out groups) would be more useful for deriving valid generalizations than the approach of 

eliciting comment from specially-picked groups, using isolative focus groups lead by potentially 

comment-influencing moderators who were likely to give  small and easily persuadable groups a 

biased, disproportionate voice.  

Pam commented that conducting a scientific study with a random sample  need not be 

prohibitively expensive for the city.  She also asserted that focus groups and the Polis approach 
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are not scientific or representative.  On the other hand, she added that  these qualitative methods 

could provide useful insights from which to generate questions to design a scientific survey.  She 

cautioned against just using the current unscientific approach of eliciting comments from 

informal gatherings or non-randomized administrative selection, as these methods do not satisfy 

any standard for getting broad, representative input and deriving valid generalizations. 

Peter noted that standard textbooks on focus groups require tape recordings of the sessions, so 

that other researchers can look at the same raw data and perhaps draw their own conclusions.  In 

short, the data needed to be intersubjectively verifiable, so that analysts could cut through any 

potential biases and errors (which are almost always inevitable in notetaking).  Susan (Reisler), 

noting that the identities of individuals might need to be concealed, said that a stenographer’s 

transcript omitting names and other personal identification information could also achieve this, 

and would be better than notetaking.    

Susan commented that the use of unscientific methods diminishes transparency, will hurt the 

reputation and credibility of the Planning Department.  It would also would waste the investment 

of hundreds of hours of work, and participation by residents, in doing so. 

A student reported from the Boston Globe, Ms. Keenan, posed two questions: 

1) Is there a plan for the city to do a scientific survey?  President Albright said that she did 

not know and referred her to the Planning Department. 

2) What is the definition of “Creative Community” in the focus group structure?  Peter 

commented that the definition has varied over time, as he has discussed that question 

with Ms. Pilipovic-Wengler.  The term, he said,is open to interpretation, and has included 

people trying to envision the City’s future, which is a creative and cultural act.  He 

emphasized how for the ancient Greeks, participation in the “polis” and being involved in 

shaping the future of cities, was greatly esteemed as a creative and cultural act  He also 

noted that the City had opened up its focus group selection process, which initially 

seemed to exclude most homeowners, so that now anyone can join a focus group. 

Jessica said that she had participated in studies in college, including charettes and that she was 

not sure if the City had rules or guidance on anonymity and protecting people from retaliation.  

Carolyn commented that the Polis survey was non-scientific and compared it to cartoon caption 

poll contests run by The New Yorker. 

The idea of creating a forum featuring spokespeople with diverse points of view  was deferred to 

a future meeting. 

4. Administrative issues 

a) Village Day updates and relationship to concert or movie programming  

Dana reported good progress and coordination with the relevant  City offices. A Save-the-Date 

flyer is to be sent tomorrow, with digital versions and Facebook posting, as well as the 

Eventbrite posting going up over the weekend.  Vendors can start reserving booths.  Some costs 

have increased, especially those involving labor.  A Platinum sponsorship priced at $2,500 
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received good feedback and the workgroup will proceed with that to help defray costs for a 

caricature artist and free events, etc.  Village Day will be held on Sunday, September 26, from 

noon to 4 PM.  Councilor Lucas noted that Newtonville will be the first neighborhood to hold 

Village Day since the start of the pandemic.  Dana reported that Icing on the Cake will, at cost, 

provide a cake for the mayor to cut ceremonially, and cupcakes  will be distributed.  There will 

be no tee-shirts this year. 

b) Facebook administration and newsletter 

Kirill reported that the credentials for control of the Facebook page have not been transferred yet 

because he was not at the last meeting.  He explained various technical aspects of transferring 

credentials, administrative privileges, centralized approvals and related matters, including a set 

up that would provide the then-current NAC will get the password prompt.  Peter suggested that 

Councilor Norton, Kirill and he need to work together to finalize the arrangements.  

Peter also raised the question of a posting protocol for Facebook and social media, noting the 

need to be nimble, especially with regard to Village Day and suggested a process of having 3 

NAC members authorize publishing on routine admisntrative matters.  After discussion refining 

the suggestion, Peter moved and Carolyn seconded and it was unanimously: 

VOTED: That Facebook and social media postings on behalf of the NAC shall require 

the approval of 2 officers and one other member (officer or non-officer) of the NAC. 

Peter moved and Carolyn seconded and it was unanimously: 

VOTED: That newsletters published by the NAC and pre-meeting questions provided to 

scheduled presenters shall require the approval of 2 officers and one other member 

(officer or non-officer) of the NAC. 

Kirill expressed concern about having sufficient content to post on Facebook and Jessica said 

that there would need to be a content author for the NAC Facebook page.  Susan noted that the 

mayor’s email “Update” may have publishable information.  Kirill also suggested establishing a 

Twitter account because the demographic of users is changing.  Carolyn suggested establishing a 

workgroup  to discuss further.  Jessica volunteered to write up a proposal, and Peter and Kirill 

agreed to join her. 

c) Review and approval of April and May regular meeting minutes   

Carolyn moved approval of the previously circulated draft minutes of the April and May 2021 

regular minutes, Martina seconded and with Kirill abstaining (due to having been absent for the 

meetings) and all other members of the NAC voting in favor, it was: 

VOTED: To approve the minutes of the NAC’s regular meetings of April and May 2021. 

After discussing whether to take a summer hiatus, it was agreed to continue to meet during the 

summer months since so many matters are pending. It was the consensus that shorter meetings 

limited to 2 or 3 topics using better time budgets would be productive. 

At 9:40 PM Martina moved, Carolyn seconded and it was unanimously: 
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VOTED: To adjourn 

Respectfully submitted, 

Carolyn Jacoby Gabbay 

Secretary 

 

 


