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PLANNING STAFF REPORT 

  
 
Site: 525 Medford Street 
 
Applicant Name: Dimitra Tsourianis 
Applicant Address: 102 Pearl Street, Somerville MA  
Property Owner Name: 525 Medford Street, LLC 
Property Owner Address: 102 Pearl Street, Somerville MA 
Alderman: Mark Niedergang 
 
Legal Notice:  Applicant, Dimitra Tsourianis, and Owner, 525 Medford Street, LLC, seek a 
Special Permit with Design Review to establish a restaurant with outdoor seating (SZO 
§7.11.10.1.2.b) and a Variance from the parking requirements (§9.5).  Zone NB. Ward 5. 
 
Dates of Public Hearing: June 4, 2014 

 
I. PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
1. Subject Property: The subject property is a 3,595 square foot lot on which sits a one-story 
commercial building that is currently occupied by a restaurant.  The restaurant is open from 5pm-1am on 
Monday through Saturday and 10am to 12am on Sundays.  There is a paved area in the rear that is used as 
a loading area.  The paved area is at a higher elevation than the restaurant. It is accessed from a set of 
stairs from the restaurant and from Broadway on the opposite side of the block as this is a through lot 
with frontage on Broadway and Medford Streets.   
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525 Medford Street Rear Lot Off of Broadway (top), Door from Paved Area to Restaurant (below) 

 
 

2. Proposal: The application is for outdoor seating for the restaurant in the paved area behind the 
restaurant that will accommodate 32 chairs.  The pavement will be redone and a “green wall” will be 
installed around the pavement to enclose it.  There will be a gate or opening in the wall to allow for access 
from Broadway.  There will be a 18 by 8 foot trash enclosure.  To access the patio from the restaurant, a 
new internal stair is proposed.  The number of employees at peak times, 4, will not change with the 
proposal. 
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3. Green Building Practices: The outdoor lighting for the patio is solar powered and there will be 
rain barrels to water the plants on the patio. 
 
4. Comments: 
 
Fire Prevention: Has reviewed the application and does not have any comments at this time. 
 
Traffic & Parking: The applicant is proposing modifications to an existing restaurant/bar. The 
modifications will entail using the existing back parking lot on the Broadway side and converting that lot 
into an open patio to serve between 20-30 customers. The applicant is requesting relief from the 
Somerville Zoning Ordinance (SZO) for twelve required on site parking spaces.  The proposed 
development is located at 525 Medford St which is located directly in Magoun Square.  The applicant has 
hired a professional Transportation Consultant, Design Consultants Inc. to prepare a Parking 
Memorandum. This Consulting Firm has submitted a well prepared and professional Parking 
Memorandum.  The Parking Memorandum states that there is available on-street parking spaces in the 
area surrounding 525 Medford St. This Memorandum concludes that this existing parking supply in this 
area will be able to absorb the twelve parking spaces not being provided as required by the SZO. Based 
on the submitted Parking Memorandum, Traffic and Parking does not disagree with this assessment. 
However and notwithstanding the above, it should be noted that vehicles will be circulating through the 
Magoun Sq. area to locate these available parking spaces.  The lack of providing all the required off-street 
parking spaces will result in an increase of vehicle queues and delays and a minor decrease in pedestrian 
safety in this area. Traffic mitigation to offset this lack of required parking spaces and decrease in 
pedestrian safety and increase in vehicle congestion and queues via increased parking space turnover at 
parking meter locations can be provided by the applicant purchasing and delivering to Traffic and Parking 
three single spaced parking meters with the capacity to accept both coins and credit cards and are 
consistent with the current parking meter fleet in Somerville.  Provided the above traffic mitigation is 
incorporated, Traffic and Parking has no objection to the application 
 
Ward Alderman: Alderman Niedergang held a community meeting to discuss the proposal.   
 
II. FINDINGS FOR SPECIAL PERMIT with DESIGN REVIEW (SZO §5.1 & 7.11): 
 
In order to grant a special permit with design review, the SPGA must make certain findings and 
determinations as outlined in §5.1.4 of the SZO. This section of the report goes through §5.1.4 in detail.   
 
1. Information Supplied:  
 
The Staff finds that the information provided by the Applicant conforms to the requirements of §5.1.2 of 
the SZO and allows for a comprehensive analysis of the project with respect to the required Special 
Permits. 
 
2. Compliance with Standards: The Applicant must comply "with such criteria or standards as may 
be set forth in this Ordinance which refer to the granting of the requested special permit."   
  
Special Permit with Design Review to establish a restaurant with outdoor seating (SZO §7.11.10.1.2.b).   
 
Under Section 6.1.4 all developments within the Neighborhood Business (NB) district that require a 
special permit with design review should comply with the following guidelines to the highest degree 
practicable.   



Page 4 of 10         Date: May 29, 2014 
          Case #: ZBA 2014-38 
          Site: 525 Medford St 
 

1.   When a fourth floor is included, provide a minimum five (5) foot deep setback from the front 
lot line building wall, such as a balcony or deck, for the purpose of promoting a scale appropriate 
to surrounding neighborhoods. 
 
This standard is not applicable for a one-story building. 
 
2.   Give preference to locating on-site, off-street parking at the rear of the lot, behind the building 
or below street level, providing vehicular access from either a side street or alley where possible. 
 
The patio area will accomplish what this guideline is intending to achieve by removing a paved 
area from being visible from a street.  The lot is an eyesore and creates a break in the streetwall 
along Broadway.  With the proposed green wall, trash enclosure, and activity in this space, the 
streetscape and life of Magoun Square will improve. 

 
Compliance with accessibility standards were raised due to the grade change from the existing restaurant 
to the outdoor patio area.  Under MAAB 3.3.1, if the applicant spends more than $100,000 over a three-
year period, then all the work they have performed is required to comply with 521 CMR.  In addition, the 
applicant would be required to provide an accessible entrance and accessible toilet rooms.  The Applicant 
is gathering data to determine the expense that was put into the recent restaurant renovations and the cost 
of the proposed work.  Once this is determined, the applicable regulations will apply and there is a 
condition of approval to ensure that the regulations are met. 
 
Parking relief is required as noted in Section 3 below.  One bicycle rack is required, which can be 
provided by purchasing a bike rack for the sidewalk. 
 
3. Consistency with Purposes: The Applicant has to ensure that the project "is consistent with (1) 
the general purposes of this Ordinance as set forth in Article 1, and (2) the purposes, provisions, and 
specific objectives applicable to the requested special permit which may be set forth elsewhere in this 
Ordinance, such as, but not limited to, those purposes at the beginning of the various Articles.”   
 
The proposal is consistent with the general purposes of the Ordinance as set forth under §1.2, which 
includes, but is not limited to conserving the value of land and buildings and encouraging the most 
appropriate use of land throughout the City and preserving and increasing the amenities of the 
municipality. 
 
The proposal is consistent with the purpose of the NB district, which is, “[t]o establish and preserve areas 
for small-scale retail stores, services and offices which are located in close proximity to residential areas 
and which do not have undesirable impacts on the surrounding neighborhoods.”   
 
4. Site and Area Compatibility: The Applicant has to ensure that the project "(i)s designed in a 
manner that is compatible with the characteristics of the built and unbuilt surrounding area, including land 
uses.” 
 

The surrounding land uses are offices and retail stores that will likely not be negatively impacted by the 

noise and activity that outdoor seating would bring to the Square. 

In addition to the standard findings and determinations for special permit review (Section 5.1.4.), the 

SPGA shall also review and make a positive determination that an SPD application is in substantial 

conformance with the following guidelines. The guidelines are intended to serve as a general basis for the 
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SPGA and Applicant alike to discuss the design merits of a project, but are not intended to inhibit design 

creativity when the special permit application otherwise conforms to all other substantive review criteria.  

1. Maintain a strong building presence along the primary street edge, continuing the established 

streetwall across the front of the site so as to retain the streetscape continuity; however, yards and 

setbacks as required by Article 8 shall be maintained.  

 

The low planter boxes along the sidewalk will help to rebuild the streetwall along Broadway and 

give the patio a sense of enclosure. 

 

2. Differentiate building entrances from the rest of the primary street elevation, preferably by 

recessing the entry from the plane of the streetwall or by some other articulation of the elevation 

at the entrance.  

 

Not applicable. 

 

3. Make use of the typical bay widths, rhythms and dimensions prevalent in buildings adjacent to 

the site, especially in new construction or substantial redevelopment.  

 

Not applicable. 

 

4. Clearly define these bay widths, rhythms and dimensions, making them understandable 

through material patterns, articulations and modulations of the facades, mullion design and 

treatment, etc.  

 

Not applicable. 

 

5. Provide roof types and slopes similar to those of existing buildings in the area. 

 

Not applicable. 

 

6. Use materials and colors consistent with those dominant in the area or, in the case of a 

rehabilitation or addition, consistent with the architectural style and period of the existing 

building. Use of brick masonry is encouraged, but not considered mandatory.  

 

Not applicable. 

 

7. When parking lots are provided between buildings, abutting the primary street and breaking the 

streetwall, provide a strong design element to continue the streetwall definition across the site, 

such as a low brick wall, iron works or railing, trees, etc.  
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This guideline will be achieved with a low planter box along the sidewalk on Broadway to give 

streetwall definition across the site.   

 

8. Locate transformers, heating and cooling systems, antennae, and the like, so they are not 

visible from the street; this may be accomplished, for example, by placing them behind the 

building, within enclosures, behind screening, etc.  

 

The trash enclosure will be screened by movable enclosure walls. 

 

9. Sites and buildings should comply with any guidelines set forth in Article 6 of this Ordinance 

for the specific base or overlay zoning district(s) the site is located within.  

 

Not applicable. 
 
5. Housing Impact: Will not create adverse impacts on the stock of existing affordable housing. 
 
The proposal does not impact housing. 
 
6. SomerVision Plan: Complies with the applicable goals, policies and actions of the SomerVision 
plan, including the following, as appropriate: Preserve and enhance the character of Somerville’s 
neighborhoods, Transform key opportunity areas, Preserve and expand an integrated, balanced mix of 
safe, affordable and environmentally sound rental and homeownership units for households of all sizes 
and types from diverse social and economic groups; and, make Somerville a regional employment center 
with a mix of diverse and high-quality jobs. 
 
The establishment of an outdoor patio space in Magoun Square will add vitality to the Square and provide 
a new outdoor space for people to enjoy over providing loading space for the restaurant, which can occur 
on the street.  The idea of outdoor seating for this restaurant was discussed in a positive light at 
neighborhood planning meetings for the Lowell Street Station Area.  The proposal also complies with the 
actions of SomerVision in improving this area that is in an “Enhancement” area of the City. 
 
III. FINDINGS FOR VARIANCE for PARKING (SZO §5.5 & 9.5): 
 
The parking requirement for a restaurant is based on either square footage or number of employees and 
seats, depending on which is greater. Based on number of new seats outside and no new staff the 
requirement is 8 spaces.  Based on gross floor area of 1306 sqare feet with table/chairs and wait staff area 
outside the requirement is 12 spaces.  Therefore the requirement is for 12 spaces.  In order to grant a 
variance the Board must make certain findings and determinations as outlined in §5.5.3 of the SZO. 
 
1. There are “special circumstances relating to soil conditions, shape or topography of land or 
structures which especially affect such land or structures but not affecting generally the zoning district in 
which it is located, causing substantial hardship, financial or otherwise.”   
 
The site is unique in that it is a through lot with frontage on Broadway and Medford Streets.  It would be 
awkward to use the space as a parking lot and it has not been used as a parking lot for the restaurant 
because people would have to walk around the block to access the front door.  The site is underutilized 
and a detriment to the streetscape causing a hardship for the neighborhood.   
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2. “The variance requested is the minimum variance that will grant reasonable relief to the owner, 
and is necessary for a reasonable use of the building or land.” 
  
Adding outdoor seating is a reasonable use that will grant reasonable relief to the viability of the business 
in the slower summer months.  It is typical in the City’s vibrant, walkable Squares that off-street parking 
is not provided.  Many patrons walk and for those that drive the parking study submitted shows that 
sufficient on-street parking exists.  An average of 92 parking spaces were available during the weekday 
evening period and an average of 44 parking spaces were available during Saturday evening which is 
more than adequate to accommodate the parking demand for 32 additional seats that the restaurant. 
Detailed parking findings can be found in the report.   
 
3. “The granting of the variance would be in harmony with the general purpose and intent of this 
Ordinance and would not be injurious to the neighborhood or otherwise detrimental to the public 
welfare.” 
 
The proposal is in harmony with the intent of the Ordinance and it would not be injurious to the 
neighborhood. The Applicant submitted a parking assessment that states that not providing additional 
parking on the site will have a negligible impact due to the proximity to public transit, transportation 
modes and characteristics and on-street and municipal parking utilization.  Turning a paved area into a 
vibrant outdoor space and adding landscaping to the site will improve the appearance of the lot and add an 
amenity to the Square.   
 
 



Page 8 of 10         Date: May 29, 2014 
          Case #: ZBA 2014-38 
          Site: 525 Medford St 
 

IV. RECOMMENDATION 
 
Special Permit under §5.1 & 7.11 and Variance §5.5 & 9.5 
 
Based on the materials submitted by the Applicant, the above findings and subject to the following 
conditions, the Planning Staff recommends CONDITIONAL APPROVAL of the requested SPECIAL 
PERMIT and VARIANCE.   
 
The recommendation is based upon a technical analysis by Planning Staff of the application material 
based upon the required findings of the Somerville Zoning Ordinance, and is based only upon information 
submitted prior to the public hearing. This report may be revised or updated with new recommendations, 
findings and/or conditions based upon additional information provided to the Planning Staff during the 
public hearing process. 
 
 

# Condition 
Timeframe 
 for 
Compliance 

Verified 
(initial) Notes 

1 

Approval is for the establishment of outdoor seating and 
relief from providing 12 parking spaces. This approval is 
based upon the following application materials and the 
plans submitted by the Applicant: 

Date (Stamp Date) Submission 

April 29, 2014 
Initial application 
submitted to the City 
Clerk’s Office 

Mar 7, 2014 
Plans submitted to OSPCD 
(Plot Plan) 

(May 29, 2014) 
Modified plans submitted 
to OSPCD (Site Plan) 

Any changes to the approved site plan or use that are not de 
minimis must receive SPGA approval.  

BP/CO ISD/ 
Plng. 

 

Pre-Construction 

2 

Under MAAB 3.3.1, if the applicant has spent or will spend 
with this proposal more than $100,000 in renovations over a 
three-year period, then all the work performed is required to 
comply with 521 CMR including:    
 
1. The new seating area will have to be served by 

accessible toilet rooms (MAAB 3.3.1.b) reachable via 
an accessible route. 

2. Both seating areas will be subject to 521 CMR, which 
includes but is not limited to a requirement that at least 
5% of the tables, but not less than one, in each area be 
accessible (MAAB 17.2 and 17.2.1).   

 

BP ISD/ 
Plng. 

 

3 

Applicant will supply 1 bicycle parking spaces.  If this 
cannot be accommodated onsite, the Applicant may 
purchase a rack to be installed on the sidewalk per City 
standards. 

CO Plng.  
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Traffic & Parking 

4 

Applicant shall purchasing and delivering to Traffic and 
Parking three single spaced parking meters with the capacity 
to accept both coins and credit cards and are consistent with 
the current parking meter fleet in Somerville. 

 

  

Final Sign-Off 

5 

The Applicant shall contact Planning Staff at least five 
working days in advance of a request for a final inspection 
by Inspectional Services to ensure the proposal was 
constructed in accordance with the plans and information 
submitted and the conditions attached to this approval.   

Final sign 
off 

Plng.  
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