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MEMORANDUM

DATE:

February 9, 2018

TO:

City Council Zoning and Planning Committee

FROM:

Barney Heath, Director of Planning & Development
James Freas, Deputy Director of Planning & Development
Rachel Blatt, Long Range Planner

SUBJECT: Washington Street Corridor Vision and Zoning Plan Request – Docket# 85 18
I.

Overview of Request
Mayor Fuller stressed the need for Newton to pro actively develop a community driven
vision and accompanying zoning plan for the Washington Street corridor in her inaugural
remarks. Shortly after taking office, Mayor Fuller requested the Planning Department
begin this effort as soon as possible in light of proposed property redevelopment requests
along the corridor. Given the timeline for delivering a community plan with supporting
zoning and the wide variety skill sets required to engage genuinely with the many
stakeholders and to produce thoughtful zoning, the Planning Department in consultation
with the Mayor and Executive Office concluded that a consulting contract would be both
an expeditious and effective approach.
Drawing upon our department’s collective in depth knowledge of high quality design
firms, with specific expertise in comprehensive planning, community engagement,
architectural design and zoning, we selected the Principle Group to be interviewed.
Following multiple discussions with Principle Group about our intended work product and
gaining a deep understanding of their team approach, experience in other communities,
proposed scope of services, and general cost parameters, we had the Principle Group in to
present to the Mayor and Executive Office. After their presentation, a decision was made
to initiate negotiations with Principle Group to provide a scope of services and fee to
undertake the work, to be completed in a thirteen month time period. The Planning
Department met with the Principle Group on three subsequent occasions to review scope
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and negotiate their fee, including utilizing a collaborative approach. The $500,000 fee
proposal represents undertaking a full scope for the project (see attached) accessing the
skills and talents of the Principle Group combined with a hands on approach from the
Planning Department and shaped throughout by in depth input by residents, businesses,
and elected officials.
II.

Rationale for Contracting Services
The Planning Department is fully cognizant of the requisite skills and time required to
complete a vision plan and an adoption ready zoning amendment for the Washington
Street corridor. We did consider an in house approach, but the scope of this project is
unique and specialized. For example, the Planning Department does not have an architect
with development expertise, which is essential for this undertaking. Nor does it have the
specific skill sets to undertake real estate market feasibility, fiscal impact analysis and
public improvement financing alternatives, all of which are necessary to produce a well
rounded plan. With respect to zoning, the Planning Department does not have the
expertise to develop an ordinance ready, form based zoning code amendment, reflective
of the community vision plan for the Washington Street corridor.
The Planning Department is fully capable of running a community process to engage the
community as it is currently doing with the Needham Street area. However, it does not
have the services of an architect on hand to produce multiple detailed vision sketches to
immediately respond to community suggestions nor the bandwidth to undertake the
extensive level of community engagement (six day charrette) as planned by the Principle
Group.
It is common for municipalities to employ consultants on an as needed basis for
specialized skill sets to extend capacity and undertake multiple projects simultaneously. It
is entirely appropriate for the Planning Department to hire a firm for help with a project of
this size, urgency and importance. A partial list of current Planning Department projects is
attached for reference.

III.

Connection to Overall Zoning Redesign
The City’s overall Zoning Redesign is moving forward in parallel with this effort. It is
important, however, to distinguish that the goal and product of the Zoning Redesign effort
will be a new baseline Zoning Ordinance, to be presented fully as a draft in the fall of this
year. The need for specific zoning for the Washington Street corridor is immediate. The
goal for this project is to articulate a specific vision plan for this corridor, particularly
focused on the anticipated nodes of development. It is expected that the proposed zoning
amendment for the Washington Street corridor can be an amendment under our current
zoning ordinance and will be designed to be made part of the new ordinance once it has
been enacted.
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IV.

Scope of Services Sought
To reflect the community’s vision for future development along the Washington Street
corridor from West Newton Square east to approximately Adams Street, the following set
of services were sought:
Architectural and Design Expertise with specialized experience in comprehensive
planning and master planning and experience working with municipalities to assist
in achieving development outcomes consistent with the community’s vision.
Effective and Proven Community Engagement Techniques that provide multiple
opportunities for input, offer clear unambiguous plan visuals that reflect the
community vision. Experience working with various point of views and building
consensus.
Team Competence and Expertise to undertake attendant issues involving many
areas including transportation (all modes) and parking, real estate market
feasibility, fiscal impacts, and public improvement financing.
Zoning Code Expertise to develop adoption ready zoning ordinance language.

V.

30B Waiver for Design Professionals
Massachusetts State Purchasing specifically recognizes and provides for an exemption to
normal purchasing requirements when it comes to procuring certain design services with
architects, engineers and related professionals. The inherent rationale as stated in MGL
§30B is that selection of professional services is to be based on quality rather than price,
consistent with exemptions for lawyers, accountants and medical professionals. In much
the same way municipalities might look to hire a known attorney with expertise in a
particular field, so have we approached this undertaking by first identifying a well suited
firm and negotiating to set a fee.

VI.

Selection of Principle Group
After identifying the scope of services sought for the Washington Street Corridor Vision
and Zoning Plan, the Planning Department undertook an internal analysis and discussion
of the best candidates for this work. Key considerations in identifying a potential partner
included Architectural Design expertise, firm grounding in Community Engagement, Vision
Plan Production, Zoning Code production and local knowledge. We were aware of the
Principle Group’s work in a similar capacity for the City of Somerville. Following a
conversation with Somerville officials and a review of their substantial content on the
Principle firm website, we focused our effort on determining whether this firm was an
appropriate fit to undertake the identified scope of services. In addition, a discussion was
held with the City’s Chief Financial Officer to understand the cost and the City’s financial
capacity to invest in the services. After multiple interactions, including a well received
presentation to the Mayor and Executive Office, we asked the Principle Group to provide a
fee proposed for the work. At subsequent meetings with the firm, the fee proposal and
scope of work was negotiated to $500,000, an amount that covered all of the necessary
components and was within our project budget. It is our considered opinion that given the
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high level of expertise required, the complexity and breadth of the project scope, the
number of hours and level of engagement necessary to effectively involve the public, the
fee established is appropriate.
VII.

Principle Group Proposal
Attached you will find a detailed description of the planned scope of services to be
provided by the Principle Group along with their detailed budget. At a base cost of
$366,260, the Principle Group is providing 2,509 hours toward this undertaking at an
average of $145/hr., which is in line with industry standards. Additionally, the Principle
Group has reserved funding in the amount of $102,000 to employ sub consultants in the
fields of transportation/ mobility ($50, 000), fiscal impact analysis ($40,000) and economic
analysis ($12,000).
We have provided a number of attachments to further support this request.

Attachments
Planning Department Current Projects
Answers to Outstanding Questions (1/22/18)
Principle Group Scope of Services/Detailed Budget
Sample Work Products
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Planning Department Current Team Initiatives
February 2018
Zoning Redesign/ Zoning Discussion Series
Needham Street Area Vision Plan/ Engagement Group Meetings
Inclusionary Zoning Amendment
Street Design Guide
Austin Street Liaison Committee
West Newton Square Streetscape
Walnut Street Enhancement
Crescent Street Housing and Reverend Ford Park/ Playground Expansion
Newton Centre Parking Plan Implementation
Needham Street Mass DOT Project
Economic Development Strategy Plan
Webster Woods Advisory Panel Support
Recreational Marijuana
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Outstanding Questions (1/22/18)
Q.) What is the implicit cost of acting on the proposed vision plan and zone changes?
a. Without a clear, well articulated version for the anticipated nodes of redevelopment
along the Washington Street corridor, the City cannot dictate what it desires in terms
of future development but instead will be forced to react and decide on an ad hoc
basis what is possible. The cost of not acting is not ensuring a defined outcome that
would come as a result of zoning.
Q.) What is the impact on the City’s cash flow position and what are some of the other claims on
Free Cash?
a. Maureen Lemieux is best suited to answer this question. She was part of the selection
process throughout and approved of the negotiated fee.
Q.) How does this project fit with Phase II of the City’s zoning reform project?
a. This project actually fits well with respect to the overall Zoning Redesign project.
Zoning Redesign will establish overall base zoning districts for areas of the City. It was
likely that the Washington Street Corridor merited its own special district plan, with
specific prescriptive zoning for certain parcels, that this effort will fulfill. The final
zoning package for this effort will be able to work with our current ordinance as well as
the new ordinance.
Q.) This question relates to the cost inside the whole system. If the Council were to take an
existing proposal that came before it, they could ask for consultant money to be paid for by
the developer or could look at tax increment financing or a variety of other funding sources.
This is a significant amount of money to ask to frontend as opposed to having a sense of it the
City is going to recapture the money, or what is the net gain. How is the City going to
recapture the money and how is it going to justify this expenditure?
a. The expenditure of the funds now, as opposed to waiting to undertake this as part of a
future project puts the City in a pro active mode as opposed to reacting to an already
preconceived project, which might be vastly different from the community’s vision. In
addition, part of this process will identify how best to leverage approved development
to achieve community benefits.
Q.) Given the examples that Principle Group provided in the presentation, do they have a
proclivity to recommend development over non development.
a. The Principle Group is to be hired to undertake a community driven process to
generate a vision for the Washington Street corridor.
Q.) How does Principal Group manage very different community opinions? How do they find
common ground? Do they have an example?
a. One of the strengths of the Principle Group is their attention and effort given to the
community engagement aspect of the work. They specialize in bringing concepts and
ideas into physical visions so that citizens can visualize places. They also stress that the
process is interactive so that ideas are constantly updated and modified to reflect
prevailing sentiment.
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Q.) Can the consultants articulate their certainty that the budgeted amount is adequate? Have
their past objects come in a budget?
a. The budget developed was proposed by the Principal Group. They are aware of the
budget cap and deliverables for the project.
Q.) What is the transportation and streetscape scope of the project? What is included, and how
will this piece be coordinated with past plans and current staff and community work on
transportation and streetscape?
a. The Principle Group identifies issues of transportation and parking as key to
understanding community desires. They will work closely with the City’s existing plans
and transportation team to coordinate efforts.
Q.) Provide a better understanding of why the Planning Department makes the decision to use
outside consultants instead of developing in house staff for these types of projects. It seems
that the City should be doing more in house. Provide detailed information on why the City
needs a consultant.
a. The Planning Department recognizes that this task is too specialized in terms of skill
sets (architecture, development finance, market study) and too time sensitive to
handle in house. The Planning Department will be working alongside the Principle
Group during the entire process to assist and learn from their process. It is best and
common practice for Planning Departments to seek outside assistance, when
warranted, to produce certain specialized deliverables within an expedited timeframe.
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