
Minutes
LARGE HOUSE REVIEW STUDY COMMITTEE
Tuesday December 1, 2015 8:00 AM

Charles River Room, Public Services Administration Room

500 Dedham Avenue, Needham

Members Present: Elizabeth Grimes, Krista McFadden, Mark Gluesing, Jeanne McKnight, Gary Lesanto, Gary Kaufman, Jeff Kristeller, Jeff Heller, Lindsay Acomb, Imogene Hatch, Jon Schneider, Marianne Cooley; and Lee Newman, David Roche, Karen Sunnarborg, Alexandra Clee, staff.

The meeting was opened by Committee Chairperson, Elizabeth Grimes, at approximately 8:00 a.m. Ms. Grimes asked if there were comments or questions on the minutes from the April 10, 2015 and May 8, 2015 meetings. Ms. McKnight suggested a few revisions. The Committee voted unanimously to approve the minutes of the April 10, 2015 and May 8, 2015 meetings of the Large House Review Study Committee, including the suggested revisions.

Ms. Newman recapped that the large group had participated in site visits and discussed them at the last meeting. Since that time, a working group convened to review certain revisions, which were outlined in a memorandum from Lee Newman to the Committee. The working group looked at setbacks of houses within the district with the goal of creating a standard that would allow the setback to be measured to the wall or foundation instead of overhang. They then looked at whether the setback should be adjusted to allow for decorative elements and ornamentation to be included in the setbacks. They also looked at whether should be adjustments to the front yard setback as well as the possibility of an average front setback to better respect the rhythm along the street. They looked at the side yard setbacks and if we should maintain the required break in the façade along the sideline. They looked at the garages and how they fit into the front facade. Finally, they looked at the definition of height and how it should be measured.
Mr. Gluesing introduced the PowerPoint presentation. The example site plan shows the existing conditions. He said that much of the recommendations of the working group come from thoughts of the Committee after the site visit tours that committee members went on. They looked at ways to break up long vertical wall. They wanted to allow some architectural details, as well as overhangs, in the setback. The front setback also was considered, as it seemed to be a concern to the committee after the site visits. The working group looked at increasing the front setback, as well as decreasing the back by the same amount. The front setback is proposed to increase to 25 and an averaging of abutting front setbacks is proposed to be instituted (up to 35 feet). Ms. Newman noted that the working group had discussed a special permit process to waive the average front setback requirement for unique or unusual lots, but they would still have to meet the minimum front setback. 
Ms. Cooley asked if the averaging would be required or would it be an option. The response was the average would be required; or a special permit could be pursued. The purpose is to try to keep an even streetscape along the road.

Mr. Kaufman questioned how this would work on corner lots. Mr. Lesanto said the working group did not discuss how the averaging would work on a corner lot. Mr. Kaufman asked that the proposal be laid out on a corner lot to see how such a lot would be affected. Mr. Lesanto said that it might be better if the averaging where only applied to the direction that the house faced. Mr. Kristeller said that in Needham a corner lot is considered to have two frontages. Mr. Roche said that corner lots are typically larger. The working group agreed to review the proposal on corner lots. 

Mr. Schneider said that it would be critical to have the relief through a special permit. Mr. Kristeller clarified that, even with the averaging, a person would never be required to have to be more than 35 feet set back. 
Mr. Gluesing showed some of the architectural detail that would be allowed in the setback, under the current proposal. These details included bay windows, chimneys, porticos (covered landings) and roof overhangs. These features would be allowed in the front as well as sides. Mr. Schneider said that the Zoning Board of Appeals gets a lot of requests for covered landings in the front. 

Mr. Heller asked why the staggered side yard setback requirement was increased to 32. Mr. Gluesing replied that the purpose is to break up massing of structure and avoid long unbroken walls along a property line. The reason for the proposed increase from the current requirement of 28 feet to 32 feet is to make sure that there is enough space to get in a garage with a mud room behind it or a stacked living room and dining room.
Mr. Heller asked if the bay window or other architectural detail as discussed would be considered a break in linear footage. The reply was no. 
Mr. Kaufman said he is concerned about the working group not being transparent. He took a look at the law and believes it is a violation. He asked if the Chair knew about the working group meetings. The reply was yes. Ms. McKnight said that this is sort of a grey area. She said the working group was not a “subcommittee” appointed by the full Committee; rather it was a group of people that the Director of Planning and Community Development asked to work with her to put together proposals for the full Committee. She said she’d see it as not being subject to the Open Meeting Law; however, if there’s a question, it’s the town’s Town Counsel who should be consulted. 
Mr. Kaufman said the Committee needs public comment. Mr. Heller agreed. Ms. Grimes said that the group’s process needs to be public, but she thinks they should have a public workshop until the group has a specific proposal to present. 

Mr. Gluesing said that from the committee’s site visit evaluations, it seemed that the committee thought that 2 story garages at the front setback could be an imposing element on a house. The proposal is that a garage at the front setback or within the first 10 feet of the setback would be limited to a 1.5 story structure and would also be allowed to have dormers. 
Ms. McKnight said that she started off not personally liking garages at the front of the house. However, when she went on the site visits, she felt that the main massing problem she noticed is being addressed by this proposal. 

Mr. Gluesing showed one last slide that illustrates Height. He explained the proposal for height. Currently, height is measured from average finished grade. Brookline’s height requirement is the most thorough; however it is many pages long. Over time, the new grading can affect the nature drainage. The proposal is to have a choice between 2 measurements. One would be to use average existing grade. The second option is the average grade on the street side of the building or structure measured from the crown of the roadway to the highest point of the building or structure. Mr. Lesanto further explained how using two options gives flexibility and when one option would be better and when the other would be. 
Mr. Kristeller said that by using existing conditions, you go into your design process knowing what you’re working with. There could be a special permit issued through the Zoning Board of Appeals. 

Mr. Ryan McDonnell, of Hawthorn Builders, said that once the foundation is in the ground, you know what the height is going to be. He said that height is certified at the foundation inspection. He said using existing grade allows no possibility of improving upon a bad situation. 
Mr. Lesanto said it’s a good point. Having been building for many years, he understands. He said the goal is to gives options to help people do what he is talking about doing. What Mr. McDonnell is talking about is what they are actually trying to allow. 

Mr. McDonnell said that he hasn’t heard anyone talking about how when you increase the setbacks, you are making a lot of the properties undevelopable, including additions. The proposals will affect home values. 

Ms. Cooley said she’d be curious to see examples of height on lots that go extremely uphill and downhill. She thinks that it would be helpful to look at the options once they have the examples to review. She added that, even though she does not think there was an Open Meeting Law violation, she thinks that the working group meetings should be posted. 

Mr. Heller asked about situations where the grade is already artificially raised. Mr. Lesanto said existing grade is the grade before construction. Even if the site’s grade was artificially altered in the past. 
Mr. Schneider asked how existing grade would be determined. Would a topographical plan be required and is that burdensome? The response was that it would be required and that it is not unusual to have that done. He also said that overhangs are typically 18 inches. If we are now saying they don’t count and we’re moving the setbacks 2 feet in, it seems the net result is that we would be taking away 6 inches. He thinks people might be more on board if that were not the case. The response was that it is to allow for the protrusions that would be allowed in the setback. 
Mr. Schneider said that getting a memo with complicated information without much time before the meeting is difficult. Other members agreed. Ms. Newman apologized. Mr. Roche said that the purpose of the current meeting is to explain what is in the memo, rather than sending out the memo without the explanation. 

Mr. Kaufman inquired about the plan for the public workshop. Ms. Grimes said she does not feel they are quite there yet. Others agreed. Mr. Kaufman said he thinks they need input from the public to know how to move forward.
Ms. Newman asked for feedback about whether the working group has been on the right track. Should they further explore the height example? Ms. McKnight said she liked what has been presented today by the working group. She asked why Floor to Area Ratio (FAR) has not been proposed? Ms. Newman said that these dimensional changes were the introduction and then the Lot Coverage and FAR would be reviewed. Ms. McKnight said that the League of Women Voters will be having a “Friday Forum” in February on tear-downs and what are the existing rules. 

Ms. Acomb asked about covered landings versus covered stairs. Mr. Roche said it’s not typical to have the stairs covered. She asked if it was a requirement.  Mr. Schneider explained that stairs do not count towards the front setback. 

Ms. Acomb asked what the working group will be working on next. Ms. Newman said they will be looking at an FAR and Lot Coverage. Some of this base work was done previously, but now the working group will look at examples to see what makes sense to present to the Committee. 

Ms. Cooley said that if the group is not ready to have a public workshop by February, the zoning will not be able to go to Town Meeting this spring. She also asked that, with respect to garages with half story above them, it may look odd on houses with garage-unders.  Mr. Gluesing said the half story requirement would only be above the first store, not above a basement level. Ms. Newman added that this is dealing with new construction. A conversation regarding new construction took place. 

Wrap up – The next meeting scheduled for January 7, 2016. The working group will work on some of the issues discussed.  The meeting adjourned at approximately 9:45 a.m.
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