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MBTA Communities (also known as 
Section 3A) is an exciting and bold pro-

gram that affordable housing proponents and 
lawmakers from across the country are closely 
watching to see what kind of impact can be 
made in Massachusetts. With the release of the 
final DHCD Guidelines on August 9th, we can 
share our early experience drafting a compliant 
zoning overlay (see this City Council agenda, 
page 77 for the draft language) around Lowell’s 
commuter rail station. One caveat is that we’re 
still waiting for DHCD to release the Compli-
ance Model in the Guidelines appendix which 
may contain further guidance. Here are some 
lessons learned from applying the legislation 
and guidelines.

1. The final Guidelines boil down the 
requirements
 The headline requirements of Section 3A, the 
criteria for compliance as laid out in the statute, 
appears fairly straightforward: zone for a certain 
number of multi-family housing units by right, 
within a half-mile of an MBTA station, for a total 
zoned multi-family density of 15 units/acre. But 
knowing those criteria alone, municipalities, 
familiar with the realities of the location and 
context of their MBTA stations, might wonder 
if their community’s compliance is possible or 
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worth it. What if preserved open space sur-
rounds the station? What if the station is near 
the town boundary and only so much of that 
half-mile radius is theirs to zone?
 The final Guidelines give community- 
by-community texture to the headline require-
ments and are clear about exceptions to each 
rule. For some of the headline requirements, it 
seems, exceptions are the rule: The Guidelines 
provide a database of, among other individual 
requirements, the minimum share of each com-
munity’s district to be located within a half-mile 
of an MBTA station; per the database, only 39 (of 
175 total) implicated communities must locate 
a majority of their multi-family district within a 
half-mile of an MBTA station.
 That said, DHCD is yet to publish one import-
ant part of the final Guidelines: Appendix 2, the 
communities’ means of calculating their zoned 
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Zoning is just part of it—station access needs to be improved to connect residents to transit. These station area improvements within the 
draft zoning overlay boundary are intended to expand the 5- and 10-minute walksheds with more direct and comfortable connections.

continued next page
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unit capacity and density. Appendix 2 may help answer 
a big question we had in Lowell: how are communities 
reasonably expected to consistently account for various 
dimensional and parking requirements, or define a thresh-
old for excluding too-narrow or too-shallow or strangely 
shaped parcels when estimating the total capacity/den-
sity of potentially thousands of development sites? In the 
absence of the calculator, we landed on a ballpark esti-
mate for capacity and density based on a combination of 
extrapolated test fits and GIS analysis. Our confidence in 
this approach is benefited by the fact that the draft zoning 
far exceeds the required capacity, for reasons made clear 
in lesson #5 below.

continued next page

2. There is a lot of flexibility in how the require-
ments can fit within a community
 The degree of flexibility was an unexpected feature 
of the draft Guidelines, and the flexibility has only been 
expanded in the final Guidelines. While the minimum 
density and capacity thresholds are predetermined, com-
munities have multiple levers to pull and adjust to reach 
(or exceed) those thresholds.
 This wide latitude of flexibility will certainly make 
communities think twice before defaulting to non-com-
pliance, and it is clear that DHCD wants municipalities 
to have plentiful reasonable options for meeting the 
requirements. However, with all this flexibility in siting 
the zones, choosing between multiple scenarios could 
become contentious due to perceived economic benefits 

or negative externalities being 
distributed unequally.

3. You can get the job done 
with an overlay
 The benefit of using 
an overlay is that it does not 
disturb the status quo while 
also delivering exactly what 
is required in Section 3A. The 
overlay we drafted in Lowell 
allows multifamily as of right in 
addition to allowing the under-
lying zones’ uses. To enable 
mixed-use development but 
avoid having the more permis-
sive dimensional standards 
abused by primarily non-resi-
dential projects, we indicated 
that the overlay is only applica-
ble for projects where a majority 
of the project’s square footage is 
dedicated to residential uses.

4. Together, multiple char-
acter zones can meet the 
requirements
      We decided to use three 
complementary overlay zones in 
Lowell that are each compatible 
with the MBTA Communities act 
and together meet (and exceed) 
the overall requirements. This 
approach is supported in the 
final Guidelines. The three 
zones intend to step down from 
high-density high-rise construc-
tion at the MBTA station to mid-
rise on the primary corridors 
approaching the station, and 
finally to neighborhood infill 

The Gallagher Transportation Terminal is the end of the MBTA Commuter Rail Lowell Line 
and provides connecting bus service. The team has found multiple opportunities for multifamily 
redevelopment within a half mile of the station during the MBTA Communities rezoning process.
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around the station at historically-appropriate scale and 
density.
 On top of the additional use standards (allowing mul-
tifamily, of course) and dimensional standards, we drafted 
variations of parking requirements and development stan-
dards that would apply to projects that seek to use one of 
the overlay districts. 

5. Multifamily capacity does not always equate to 
redevelopment potential
 Redevelopment at a minimum gross density of 15 
units per acre can be as of right but unlikely to pencil out 
in already highly developed station areas, like existing 
even higher density multifamily and office parks. The 
final Guidelines choose to (probably smartly) avoid the 
issue of pre-existing private improvements when it comes 
to rezoning for multifamily (see section 5(c), bottom of 
page 9). But this does open the door to more decisions by 
the municipality in terms of opting to rezone for feasible 
redevelopment for housing production or simply having 
paper capacity that will be unlikely to be redeveloped in 
the next half-century. Either way, this potential de facto 
waiver does reward good behavior in terms of high-value 
investments around stations.
 When drafting Lowell’s Section 3A zoning, we chose 
to only count parcels towards meeting the capacity goal if 

it seemed like there would be a reasonable chance of rede-
velopment in the short-term or met the other requirements 
for housing development (i.e. on publicly-owned land 
that can be redeveloped for housing). Viewed through this 
lens, properties with substantial pre-existing improved 
values were not counted towards achieving the target, and 
our resulting “total capacity” with those parcels included 
in the districts had a much higher result than strictly 
required by Section 3A.

Wrapping up
 This is an exciting time for action that meets housing 
goals and facilitates transit-oriented development. We 
are interested in how different jurisdictions approach 
compliance with these final Guidelines and hope that 
these lessons learned are useful. Feel free to reach out to 
the authors with follow-up questions or comments. We 
have a lot to learn together in this process!

—Nels Nelson is a senior planner with Stantec Urban Places 
in Boston. His 12 years of experience include authoring devel-
opment standards for walkable mixed-use centers and working 
with the 40B General Land Area Minimum assessments. He can 
be reached at Nels.Nelson@Stantec.com…Sarabrent McCoy is 
an urban planner with Stantec Urban Places in Boston; email 
her at Sarabrent.McCoy@Stantec.com.

https://www.hancockassociates.com/
mailto:Nels.Nelson%40Stantec.com?subject=
mailto:Sarabrent.McCoy%40Stantec.com?subject=

	2022-2024 APA-MA Chapter  Committees and Liaisons
	From the President
	Five Lessons Learned Drafting an MBTA Communities Overlay for Lowell 
	Growing Public and Private Roles in Arts and Culture Planning 
	Managing the Curb
	Solving for Feasibility
	Book Review: New York City Zoning Code for Babies
	Traffic and Housing: Related? A Cape Cod Case Study 
	The PDO Corner
	SNEAPA
	Prioritizing Green Building and Clean Energy in Your Planning Process 
	Ralph Willmer Named AICP Ethics Officer
	APA-MA Sustainable Development Committee Fall Speaker Series
	NEWS FROM CPM
	Northern New England Planning Conference
	100% FAICP Planners at Devens 
	Educating the Next  Generation of Planners



