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This diagram illustrates the height 
principles along Washington Street. 
The height ranges shown correspond 
to the area-wide planning principles:

•	 Maintaining the lower height 

Mapping the Height Principles
neighborhood between West 
Newton and Newtonville

•	 Allowing historic iconic 
buildings to maintain their 
prominence in the village cores

•	 Creating moments of arrival and 
transition at the edges of the villages

•	 Ensure buildings respond to 
human scale throughout the 
area including upper story 
stepbacks on taller buildings

A r e a - w i d e  P l a n n i n g  P r i n c i p l e s
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Low Heights - Neighborhood Character (1 to 3 stories)

Low Heights - Village Character (1 to 4 stories)

Medium Heights - Village Character (3 to 6 stories)

Taller Heights - Village Character (4 to 10 stories, with 
anything above a height between 4 and 6 stories stepped 
back from the building edge) 

Footnotes: 

•	 This is an illustration of principles only; this 
is not a regulatory or zoning map. 

•	 Further nuance must be developed in Washington Street 
Zoning including specifying the limits of each zoning district 
and the rules for each district and building type. 

•	 The scale of some buildings, including taller height buildings, 
will require additional review and community input as 
can be achieved through the Special Permit Process. 
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S i t e  P l a n n i n g  P r i n c i p l e s

Guiding Principles:
•	Encourage variety in building size and shape

•	Limit visible parking

•	Broaden the toolkit to incentivize historic preservation

•	Break down the scale of larger projects with new streets, paths, 
and open spaces 

Individual properties affect the 
fabric of the neighborhood and 
excellence in placemaking. Site 
design principles should be 
carried forward through zoning 
and design guidelines to ensure 
that any new development 
adds to design excellence 
on Washington Street.  
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Encourage variety in building size and shape

S i t e  P l a n n i n g  P r i n c i p l e s

A distinguishing characteristic of both 
West Newton and Newtonville is that 
the buildings in these villages developed 
incrementally over time and are therefore 
distinctive from each other, varying 
in height, width, materials, and other 
aspects of their design. These building 
patterns are another essential feature 
that defines the unique sense of place of 
Newton. The vision recommends that 
zoning for Washington Street require 
that new development reinforce these 
building patterns. In particular, where 
a larger new development is proposed 
that might include multiple buildings or 
stretch over an entire block, that such a 
development reinforce the idea of multiple 
buildings with varying heights, materials, 
and other design distinctiveness.  

A market-dr iven bui lding shape 
common today is  a large parking 
garage with the bui lding shaped 
around it .  Such bui ldings would 
be out of context for Washington 
Street,  so the Vis ion recommends 
developing standards that require 
large scale projects to mirror 
the bui lding divers i ty that is 
typical on Washington Street.

X
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Limit visible parking

S i t e  P l a n n i n g  P r i n c i p l e s

While there is much to discuss on the amount of parking 
that should be allowed or required on Washington Street 
relative to the City’s transportation priorities, there is 
general consensus that parking should not dictate the size 
of buildings nor dominate the landscape. Any parking 
that is provided should be tucked behind buildings, 
screened from the sidewalk, or ideally below ground. 

Generally, below-grade parking garages are preferred for 
Washington Street over above-ground garages because they 
do not add to the visible mass of buildings. Understanding 
though that below-grade parking is not always achievable 
due to physical and financial constraints, the second priority 

is for parking to be at the back of a property, away from the 
street. Parking lots are very boring to walk alongside and 
can be a barrier to pedestrian activity. In addition to locating 
parking lots behind a building, parking lots on the side of 
a building should be as limited as possible, and parking 
should not be located between a building and the street. Small 
convenience parking areas are more effective from a range of 
perspectives: higher customer convenience, reduced design 
impact, lower heat island effects, and lower opportunity costs. 

The details of parking requirements, including parking lot 
design standards, should be considered as part of future 
zoning and design guidelines for Washington Street. 

X
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Broaden the toolkit to incentivize historic preservation

S i t e  P l a n n i n g  P r i n c i p l e s

Historic preservation in Newton has long 
been an important community goal and 
there are many tools in place to preserve 
important structures. There is a challenge 
though in preserving the structures that 
are underperforming economically relative 
to their land value. Some of the most 
challenging with respect to preservation 
are the one-story commercial properties 
built in the 1930s that are valuable for 

their narrow shopfront and detailed 
facades but are based on a simple box 
structure at the back. An added tool for 
keeping the portions of the property that 
have historic value, would be to establish 
a height/floor area bonus that would be 
granted on condition of maintaining the 
historically significant portions of the 
existing structure. This approach would 
give the Newton Historic Commission 

and the City Council an additional option 
when discussing preservation in the 
context of a special permit project. Such 
a bonus should be structured to allow 
the Historic Commission an opportunity 
to weigh in on what building-specific 
historic features need to be preserved 
in order to be granted the bonus. 

Archpaper.com

The incentive of an 
added story should 
be t ied to featur ing 
the preserved histor ic 
port ion of the bui lding. 
In the precedent 
photo, the added story 
contrasts with and does 
not compete with the 
histor ic br ick facade. In 
the sketch of a bui lding 
with an added story 
on Washington Street, 
the pattern of narrow 
bays continues on the 
upper stor ies and the 
new port ion of the 
bui lding is  set back 
to give the histor ic 
storefronts prominence. 
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Break down the scale of larger projects with new streets, paths, & open spaces

S i t e  P l a n n i n g  P r i n c i p l e s

The strong interest in seeing building diversity on Washington 
Street becomes particularly relevant when considering a large 
development proposal. Washington Street today is an eclectic 
mix of architectural styles and building sizes and there is an 
interest in seeing that pattern continued in new construction. 
Writing zoning requirements that treat large projects as a series 
of contextually appropriate buildings rather than single large 
structures can reinforce the desired outcomes. In addition to 
requiring new projects to be multiple varied buildings, the 
zoning for Washington Street can require that large projects 

include new streets and paths to create new smaller blocks and 
can require that new large projects include public open spaces.

An approach that resonated well during the design 
process, was the idea of creating public courtyards in 
new large projects. Courtyards were favored because 
they would be buffered from the noise and pollutants 
coming from the Mass Pike and because they would offer 
more intimate settings for community gatherings. 
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B u i l d i n g  D e s i g n  P r i n c i p l e s

Guiding Principles:
•	Allow form to follow function

•	Encourage traditional New 
England roof diversity

•	Promote energy-efficient, 
human-scaled and durable 
construction

Like site planning, the decisions of individual architects can have 
an effect on the overall feel of Washington Street. The issues at 
hand have a lot less to do with architectural style (modern vs. 
traditional for example) and more to do with how a building 
addresses issues of scale. There are many building design elements 
that affect the perception of scale: the proportion of height to width 
along the street, the composition and arrangement of windows 
and doors, and even the size of the exterior materials (traditional 
brick or clapboards vs. large panels). As zoning and design 
guidelines are developed for Washington Street the architectural 
principles below should be incorporated into those standards.   
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Allow form to follow function

B u i l d i n g  D e s i g n  P r i n c i p l e s

Washington Street is a mixed-use area, 
meaning that there will be properties 
that are primarily commercial and 
properties that are exclusively residential. 
Tailoring the building design regulations 
to the expected range of uses in the 
building is important to ensure that 
the rules work with today’s building 
code requirements and desired uses. 

For instance, a restaurant space requires 
a high ceiling height in order to 
accommodate the requisite hoods in the 

kitchen and air exchange system in the 
dining room. In order to accommodate 
restaurants in new construction, the 
zoning would need to allow sufficient 
ground floor height to meet those 
needs (estimated at 15 ft or more). 
Likewise, if Newton would like to see 
new buildings in the village centers 
have the flexibility to be used for either 
residential or office, the floor-to-floor 
height will need to be tall enough for 
all of the additional infrastructure that 
offices need between floors (additional 

wiring, air exchangers, etc.). Residential 
buildings are anticipated to need 9-12 ft 
floor-to-floor while offices are estimated 
to required 10-14 ft floor-to-floor. 

Similarly, while there is an interest seeing 
new storefronts be narrow like the historic 
storefronts in West Newton Square and 
Newtonville, research by the Principle 
Group suggested that with current 
accessibility standards, newly constructed 
or modified storefronts will need to be a 
little wider than the ones built in the 1930s. 

These two bui ldings have the same functions: 
ground f loor retai l  with upper story res ident ial . 
Because of changes in construct ion techniques 
and bui lding codes, the more modern bui lding 
is  necessar i ly tal ler  than i ts  h istor ic counterpart.
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Encourage traditional New England roof diversity

B u i l d i n g  D e s i g n  P r i n c i p l e s

Washington Street has a wide range of roof types reflecting 
the variety of development periods and land uses in the area. 
The Seth Davis Tavern, one of the oldest buildings in West 
Newton Square has a gable roof as do many of the residential 
homes between the village centers. There are also a variety of 
hipped roofs and mansard roofs on the residential structures, 
including those that have been since converted into small offices. 
Most of the 20th century commercial buildings have flat roofs, 
often with parapets. While that’s the majority there are two 
stand out examples of commercial projects with pitched roofs; 
the office building at 246 Walnut Street has a gable roof and a 

turret at the corner, and the office building at 580 Washington 
Street has a post-modern split gable roof. Throughout the 
planning process, people reacted more positively to images 
that showed a mix of roof types, but today’s construction 
methodology, particularly for commercial buildings means that 
pitched roofs are rarely cost-effective. One way Newton could 
incentivize roof diversity is to allow the area under a roof to 
be habitable above and beyond the allowed number of stories. 
It is expected that most new buildings would still find the flat 
roof to be the more cost-effective choice, but this tradeoff could 
result in a few more interesting building shapes over time.  

Flat Hipped Mansard Gable
West 

Newton 
Square, 

ear ly 20th 
century
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Promote energy-efficient, human-scaled and durable construction

B u i l d i n g  D e s i g n  P r i n c i p l e s

As is the case with the buildings we see 
today, any new construction or major 
renovation on Washington Street should 
be expected to last decades if not a 
century.  It is in the city’s interest to see 
that new construction and renovations 
are of the highest quality possible. In this 
instance high quality, means a few things: 
energy and resource efficient, relating 
to human-scale, and durable. While 
the principles for high quality design 
and construction have been described 
elsewhere in the vision, it is important 
to recognize that the City of Newton can 
play a role in promoting quality design 
and construction for projects of all sizes. 
One of the most direct ways is through 
advisory design review. Newton already 
has an Urban Design Commission that 
reviews projects and provides advice to 
applicants, city staff, and the City Council. 
That role could be expanded for a broader 
range of projects on Washington Street 
and could be supported with Washington 
Street specific design guidelines. 

This  sketch prepared by the Pr inciple Group shows an idea for a new park and 
bui ldings surrounding i t  along Watertown St in West Newton. Concept plans for specif ic 

development projects should be considered  by the City’s design review bodies. 
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I I I .  IMPLEMENTING THE VIS ION 
FOR WASHINGTON STREET

H o w  i s  t h e  C o m p r e h e n s i v e  P l a n  a n d  i t s  a m e n d m e n t s  u s e d ?

G u i d i n g  P r i n c i p l e s  f o r  I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

E a r l y  A c t i o n s
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I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

How is  the Comprehens ive P lan and i t s  amendments  used?

This Vision Plan [has been] adopted as an amendment to the 
City of Newton Comprehensive Plan because it is a basis for 
future decision-making by the City Council, the City staff, 
and City boards and commissions. The Comprehensive 
Plan and this Vision Plan Amendment provide direction 
and guidance for future projects and efforts. 

The City Council will be able to use this Vision to guide 
decision-making on the draft zoning prepared by the 
Principle Group as well as any private-sector development 
proposals that come before the Council while that 
ordinance is being considered. Developers (for-profit and 
non-profit) are encouraged to use the Washington Street 

Vision Plan when preparing their proposals as well, in order 
to align with this [adopted] vision. Moving forward, the 
Vision Plan will also be utilized to develop capital projects 
and infrastructure investments along Washington Street. 

Throughout the implementation of this Vision Plan, 
those utilizing the vision will also be able to refer to 
the Hello Washington Street Report produced by the 
Principle Group. That document will be particularly 
useful when development projects are brought forward 
in areas for which the Principle Group developed site 
studies and recommended development objectives. 



107Draft 07.29.2019

I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

G u i d i n g  P r i n c i p l e s  f o r  I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

Thinking broadly about implementing the Washington 
Street Vision Plan, there are a few recommendations 
for all involved in implementation to keep in mind 
when putting this Vision into practice. 

Engage the Community 
at Key Touchpoints 

The development of this Vision 
Plan benefited immensely from the 
involvement of community members 
who live and work along Washington 
Street. The community conversations 
at the large meetings and in small 
group office-hours settings was an 
essential input in the process. 

Many of the ideas described in this 
Vision will need substantially more 
discussion in the future and there is 
a role for the community to play in 
each of those major implementation 
projects. At key touchpoints, the 
community should be asked again 
to share their ideas and perspectives 
as the vision is implemented. 

Return to the Vision Statement

The Vision Statement on page 3 is 
ultimately the vision Newton is aiming for 
on Washington Street, meaning that it is 
ok if the ideas to reach that vision need to 
be adjusted over time to ensure those top-
line priorities are met. It is recommended 
that those priorities for vitality in the 
villages, safe streets, housing diversity, 
community gathering, and environmental 
protection should be integrated into the 
purpose statements of future activities 
coming out of this Vision Plan. For 
instance, the zoning for Washington Street 
could integrate the vision statement into 
an overall purpose statement for the 
new districts. This way the vision for 
Washington Street is always top of mind 
when projects are being implemented. 

Establish Equity as an 
Essential Consideration  

Maintaining Washington Street’s 
diversity is an underlying objective 
throughout this Vision plan. Where 
opportunities arise in new private-
development projects and in City 
investment projects, the equity impacts of 
decisions should always be considered. 



108 Draft 07.29.2019

I m p l e m e n t a t i o n

E a r l y  A c t i o n s

While much of the Vision Plan will play out over the 
next 20-30 years, there are some key early actions that 
the Planning Department has recommended for the first 
6-18 months after adopting this Vision as an amendment 
to the City’s Comprehensive Plan in order to make 
immediate progress toward the vision of lively villages, 
a safe street, diverse housing, places for community 
connections, and environmental protection. 

Develop a Concept Design for 
Washington Street Enhancements
The City of Newton has proposed to develop a concept design 
for Washington Street and a long-term trial for a portion of the 
roadway. The intent is that this concept plan along with the 
finance strategy below will give the City a clearer understanding 
of how to proceed with the street repair objectives outlined in 
the vision plan. Completing the concept design may unlock 
significant state funding through the State’s Transportation 
Improvement Program (TIP) that could be used for construction. 

The West Newton Square & Walnut Street Enhancements 
projects will both move into construction in 2019-
2020. Any future roadway or sidewalk work will be 
coordinated with these current investments. 

Adopt Washington Street Zoning
Already in draft form at the point that the Vision Plan 
[was adopted], the City Council, with the assistance of 
the Planning Department will work toward the adoption 
of specific zoning to implement the ideas about building 
shape, size, and form and related performance standards 
for new construction. Some companion zoning amendments 
are also in the works that would apply to the entire zoning 
ordinance to clarify the allowed commercial uses, update 
the inclusionary housing section, and to improve upon the 
language related to sustainable building technologies. 

Pursue Acquisition of West Newton 
Armory for Public Purpose
The City of Newton has the rare opportunity to acquire the 
approximately 30,000 square foot West Newton National 
Guard Armory on Washington Street from the State of 
Massachusetts. Toward that end, the City is filing Special 
Legislation with the Massachusetts Legislature to gain the 
ability to acquire the property for affordable housing or other 
direct public use at a price to be determined. The City should 
immediately plan to undertake an investigation of potential 
reuse options to better understand the financial and other 
implications associated with the various reuse possibilities.
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Develop Parking Management Strategies 
for West Newton and Newtonville 
Effective public parking management is an ongoing task that 
is never finished, and that means early and continuous action 
is needed to bring parking policies closer into conformance 
with the rest of the city’s transportation goals. Parking 
management is also essential to preparing for a possible 
new public garage as well as preparing to incorporate 
driverless vehicles and other new mobility services. 

Prepare a Finance Strategy for Washington 
Street Infrastructure & Public Spaces
This strategic effort would explore the financing 
tools available to guide the City in budgeting for 
the proposed public investments in this vision, 
including the ideas for new public spaces, street 
improvements, and possible public parking garages. 

Incorporate the Vision Plan into 
Ongoing Citywide Strategies 
The City of Newton is currently developing an Arts and 
Culture Master Plan and working on implementing the 
Economic Development Strategy. In the Hello Washington 
Street! process, it became clear that supporting artists and 

small businesses in Newtonville and West Newton are of 
vital importance to the community. The findings and ideas 
developed here will be integrated into these efforts along with 
other city initiatives like the City’s Street Tree Program.

Convene a Commuter Rail Conference 
The City of Newton will work together with Newton 
government leaders at the state and federal levels to 
convene a discussion on how to move the commuter 
rail vision forward to implementation. 

Pilot Pop-Up Retail Pavilions
The City of Newton will create a pathway for testing 
pop-up retail pavilions along Washington Street. 

Host a Design Imagination Day at Walker Park
In developing this Vision, it became clear that Walker Park 
(located along the Mass Pike across from Walker St) could 
be an excellent neighborhood resource. In this early action 
time frame, the City of Newton will host an “Imagination 
Day,” at Walker Park to bring local families and children 
into the idea development phase of the design.
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IV .  SUMMARY OF GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
FOR WASHINGTON STREET

V i b r a n c y  i n  t h e  V i l l a g e  C e n t e r s

S a f e  M u l t i m o d a l  T r a n s p o r t a t i o n

H o u s i n g  D i v e r s i t y

G l o b a l  C l i m a t e  a n d  L o c a l  E n v i r o n m e n t

E x c e l l e n c e  i n  P l a c e m a k i n g  a n d  D e s i g n 
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S u m m a r y  o f  G u i d i n g  P r i n c i p l e s

E .  E x c e l l e n c e  i n  P l a c e m a k i n g  a n d  D e s i g n

Area-wide Planning 
•	 Ensure Newtonville and West 

Newton remain distinct and vital

•	 Protect iconic buildings

•	 Require gentle transitions to 
adjacent neighborhoods

•	 Foster moments of arrival

•	 Develop standards and guidelines 
for human-scale design  

Site Planning 
•	 Encourage variety in 

building size and shape

•	 Limit visible parking

•	 Broaden the toolkit to incentivize 
historic preservation

•	 Break down the scale of larger 
projects with new streets, 
paths, and open spaces

Building Design 
•	 Allow form to follow function 

•	 Encourage traditional New 
England roof diversity

•	 Promote energy-efficient, human-
scaled, and durable construction


