
Union Square Neighborhood Council
May 24, 2021
7 pm – 9 pm
Zoom Meeting
 
Attendees:
Board Members:
Michèle Hansen
Ann Camara
Andy Greenspon
Bill Cavellini
Isabella Drago
Gary Trujillo
Bill Shelton
Phil Privitera
David Scott

Community Members:
Mary Napolitano
Cosmo DiSchino
Van Hardy
Matt Carlino - Gilman Square
Christine Carlino - Gilman Square

1. Welcome, introductions, and reading of the mission statement

2. Public comment

3. Approval of meeting minutes from April 26, May 10

Unanimous approval of April 26 meeting minutes. 

Vote on May 10 meeting minutes postponed to the next meeting.

4. Discussion of election - any problems from Saturday that should be addressed for 
Tuesday?

Gary: Names of candidates do not appear on the same page as their statement necessarily in the 
candidate packet handed out at the election. A couple candidates asked to have their photos 
removed from the candidate handout. But due to insufficient coordination, that request was not 
able to be honored.



Isabella: I was supposed to be given the candidate information to make a candidate document to 
avoid that problem, but I never received that information.

Gary: I tried to make clear throughout this process to the Elections Committee how we were 
going to make these pages printable in a clear format, but they had already printed out the 
candidate statements form by that point, so I couldn’t change it.

Michelle: We will have to figure out how to run this process more smoothly for the next election
after this in two years.

Phil asks if there was online voting. Discussion that there was not an example online voting 
ballot set up by the Elections Committee, so we could not plan 
Acknowledgement that there are a lot of homebound people for whom online voting should be 
again be considered for future elections.
Discussion to encourage everyone to go out and tell everyone they know to vote Tuesday 
(tomorrow).

5. Discussion about Gilman Square neighborhood organization

Matt and Christine: We are still relatively new and are working through our bylaws now. You 
run your meetings very professionally. We want to learn from you.
We have a change of use being proposed for a building that has 75% small business, 10% 
fabrication, small space. Instead of the owner going through the normal zoning process, the 
owner is suing everyone and the City to try to change the building from 
345 medford st. First Knights of Malta building the United States. (Also known as the piano 
building because of a piano small business run there.) 
Two abutting parcels are proposed for development. One was a gas station. The other is a gas 
station currently that wants to settle,

He wants the use changed from FAB to MR6. At one of our meetings, the property manager said 
the owner wanted to raise rents on the current tenants and put a Starbucks on the first floor. This 
was about two years ago. They gave a hand sketch. We didn’t think they were serious at the time
given a lot of intensive work required to follow through.
He is suing the abutting two buildings for getting building permits, suing the City by claiming 
spot zoning. 

The parcels we knew would be fine with MR6 that were currently MR4 zone. We will file a 
citizens petition to upzone those parcels in lieu of a CBA. 
There is no good reason to have only a 4 story building near a future transit stop (Green Line 
Extension).



The owners of each parcel agreed to many of our asks in exchange for us proposing and 
supporting upzoning of their parcels from MR4 to MR6. This includes community space, ways 
to let light shine through the buildings to decrease shadows, arts and creative uses, green and 
environmental sustainable practices, family friendly infrastructure, cycling infrastructure, 
increased setbacks to improve the streetscape. 
As a result, we upzoned all the underutilized parcels - the gas stations, city owned property.

In the original zoning, we wanted MR6 in this area, but we also wanted a CBA component of the
zoning. But the CBA zoning didn’t get in, so we used this alternative upzoning from MR4 to 
MR6 in exchange for community benefits.
The FAB zoning helps protect artists and small business owners. It would set a horrible 
precedent if an owner of a FAB building could just sue to get the building changed to whatever 
they want.

We got over 500 signatures on change.org to oppose these lawsuits. We also want to get together
all the Somerville neighborhood groups who have a stake in this possible precedent. The owner 
has been operating this FAB space for over 20 years and has been making money off of it.
Whether it’s spot zoning or not will be decided by the courts, but the fact that the owner never 
went to the community to begin with and just went with lawsuits is bad. We want to bring this 
issue out into the community. You guys are probably facing similar issues in Union Square 
development.

Bill S: This is an absentee landlord doing this by remote control from Florida. I had an email 
exchange with Ben E-C who chairs the City Council Land Use Committee, and Ben said there is 
no appetite on the City Council to change the zoning to what this landlord wants. That being 
said, what would you all want from us?

Christine: If you all could co-sign a letter with us or write a letter to the entire City Council 
supporting us and this cause. Ben E-C may know about this as head of land use but not all the 
City Councillors may be aware. We are reaching out to all the Somerville neighborhood 
organizations to see if they are interested in signing on.

Michèle: Have you met with City Councillors individually?
Christine: Not yet.
Michèle: It would be good to do so.
Christine: We cc’ed all City Councillors on our emails and Jesse Clingan is our City Councillor 
and is aware of the issue. Neighborhood groups have an immense power in our neighborhoods, 
but we also have immense power across the City if we band together on these types of issues.

Ann: Thank you for coming on and asking us to be a part of this. A year ago I went around to 
neighborhoods to bring up that idea of working together across the city.



Matt: Our first draft of bylaws was taking your bylaws and just trimming them down a bit.

Bill Cav: 1) I am not sure why this is a City wide issue. 2) If you look on the zoning map after 
the overhaul, you see little purple squares all over the zoning map. If that isn’t spot zoning, I 
don’t know what is? I'm not sure that I'm in favor of this way of trying to preserve fabrication 
space in Somerville.

Christine: Traditionally how cities did zoning was that swaths of land would be labeled as one 
district like businesses or residential districts, with green space around also. A lot of what 
happened in the 1990s was that cities need to be more integrated in the types of buildings in the 
same area. Residents need to be able to walk to businesses for example. Around transit areas, 
there are many buildings with businesses on the first floor and residences on the upper floors. 
Cities said that they needed to preserve artists and creative spaces across the city. And they are 
scattered across the City and are buildings with unique attributes to support those uses. 

Andy: 1) Unlike Newton or another suburb where they did make large swaths of single family 
zoning and then some commercial centers, Somerville is a mishmash of uses because either the 
zoning was not uniform or they just did a variance to build everything. A lot of the zoning 
overhaul was just built on top of the existing uses of buildings because it wouldn’t make sense to
take a fabrication (FAB) building that is next to mixed-residential (MR) and then rezone it MR 
because then a developer is going to take it, condo-ize the building and destroy it. So the zoning 
overhaul should not come in and change buildings already used as FAB presently. Similarly, 
there’s a bunch of urban residential (UR) next to lots of neighborhood residential (NR) across the
city because there are already apartment buildings in those UR spots. It wouldn’t make sense to 
rezone apartment buildings as NR. In that respect, I don’t think any of these changes are spot 
zoning. There’s also the historic nature of the Piano Building even beyond its FAB designation.
2) I see how this is an issue that neighborhood groups should work together on. What if CV 
Properties or another developer doesn’t like what an adjacent property owner is building or some
other issue in the community and then prepares a lawsuit over it to stop any new buildings? Or 
what if someone sues to stop the construction of the D4.3 affordable housing building as laid out 
in the Community Benefits Agreement (CBA) with US2? I think it depends on the individual 
issue and whether we as a neighborhood group agree  it’s a citywide issue. But I don’t see why it
couldn’t be a citywide issue especially in terms of fighting back against developers who are just 
using their monetary power to get their way.

Bill S: One might think spot zoning must apply to an entire district with a certain level of scale. 
But that’s not the definition of spot zoning. All those purple FAB spots were buildings that are 
similar so were zoned that way. Spot Zoning: The process of singling out a specific building for 
a specific use, for the benefit of the owner and to the detriment of other owners. So, this is not 
spot zoning. This is a city-wide issue for the same reason that Ann has been advocating for the 
development of neighborhood councils across the city so that we have the power to prevent 



developers from pushing us around. So that elected officials know that they won’t be elected 
officials anymore if they let developers get away with these types of things.

Gary: Andy and Bill S said most of what I wanted to say. Intuitively I see this as a city-wide 
issue, insofar as artists and craftspeople are facing these same types of issues. I hope that we can 
do something more substantial in support of those living at 80 Webster. Maybe they could craft a
message to go out to our membership to ask for people to sign onto their petition. I would like to 
hear if Bill Cav has any other reasons he believes this is not a city-wide issue.

Bill Cav: The reason that decision makers in cities and towns separated uses was because 
factories were polluting the adjacent housing. So housing was separated from industry because 
they were not friendly to each other. There could conceivably be fabrication uses that are not 
friendly to housing. The FAB designation in Cambridge allowed a company making flat screen 
TVs abutting a residence. The operation polluted the air with styrene, which is a cancer-causing 
substance. At times, there is a good reason for separation of uses.
I have a degree in architecture as well and I have paid attention to these issues and I have written 
zoning petitions.
New construction in Somerville in mixed use zones requires a certain percentage devoted to arts 
& creative enterprise spaces, so even if some FAB space is lost, more will be added.

Christine: Manufacturing and industry don’t fall under FAB.

Discussion 
LOTS OF DISCUSSION TO EDIT.

Bill S: The definitions for fabrication exist as a use and building description. Neither one allows 
for the types of noxious and toxic activities Bill Cav is concerned about. Matt and I were on the 
Commercial Development Group for SomerVision 2040, and fabrication districts are very 
consistent with that 2040 plan. We are getting to the point where we have enough planning staff 
but there is so much turnover in these positions that they never develop a depth of understanding 
of the whole that is greater than the sum of its parts, nor a relationship with the people who live 
in the neighborhoods.

Phil: I am a proponent of small businesses, artisans, and locals. Sometimes you have to ask 
yourself, is it coming down to the dollars and cents that the whole project gets risked. A lot of 
developers might just pull out. It might not be that they don’t want to supply affordable housing. 
It’s that mathematically it might not work out. I think we all support these ideas. Gilman Square 
has to ask itself if we can get as much as we can, without risking it not happening at all. I don’t 
know the answer.

Michèle: You did go and do something most neighborhoods don’t do, which is upzoning.



Christine: Settlement has been proposed to the owner - that will get signed and go to City 
Council for review. We have the petition, which is a formal memo written to the City Council 
and Land Use.

Andy motions to either support the Gilman Square letter as written, or if necessary write our 
own related letter. Bill Cav seconds.

Bill S: From what I gather, the landlord has had ample time to empathize with the community, 
but he has appeared to completely ignore any of the community's wants and needs.

Gary: The letter that Andy referenced, is this already written? Friendly amendment to possibly 
just modify the Gilman Square letter for our own purposes instead of writing our own.

Matt: If there is an emergency land use meeting, could someone from USNC speak in support of
us? 
General agreement from the USNC Board that someone would come and do so.

Unanimous approval of Andy’s motion.

6. Discussion & decision on whether to be involved in Fair Housing Task Force being 
formed by the city

Bill Cav: Community Impact Reports or Opportunity Zone Development Standards may be 
topics for discussion for this Task Force. The inspiration for establishing it came from the 
establishment of a similar task force in Boston.

Andy: Unless we hear more about it, we can keep this topic on the backburner for now. The new
board can return to this issue after elections. There is nothing stopping an individual USNC 
board member from serving on this board in their individual capacity also.

Bill Cav: The task force will have representatives from the Office of Housing Stability and the 
Housing Division of the Planning Department. 

Michèle: How will priorities be decided on this task force?
Bill Cav: No details have been announced or worked out about the operation of this Task Force.

7. Discussion & decision on whether to form a second Monitoring Committee for Boynton 
Yards CBA and other future CBAs



Bill Cav: The CBA Monitoring Committee voted that they would not take on any other 
monitoring duties beyond the agreement with US2. So, there will be no monitoring by the 
current Monitoring Committee of any development beyond US2.

Andy: I’m pretty sure we as a USNC board only gave them power to monitor the US2 CBA 
anyway.

Bill Cav: They are aware of this, but they had this discussion and wanted to let us know that they
would not monitor any other developments besides the US2 CBA were the USNC board to ask 
them to do it. Pennie is not running for reelection to the USNC board, so after the upcoming 
election, the US2 CBA Monitoring Committee will have three people on it who are not USNC 
board members. We do have a couple of committees that are functioning and when they state 
what they do or don’t want to do, we should be supportive of that to hold onto them as people we
can reach out to for help. Let’s cherish the volunteer effort that came with the CBA Monitoring 
Committee.

Michèle: I’m on the CBA Monitoring Committee. The US2 CBA is a fair amount of work to 
monitor. I think you could have a smaller committee to deal with Boynton Yards as it is now. 
But DLJ is planning to buy more land to build more buildings. As a whole board, we should keep
an eye on this and create Committees as needed.

Bill S: Everyone on the CBA Monitoring Committee has done outstanding work. We should 
table any decision on this until the next USNC board, which will be at the next meeting. In the 
meantime, I would encourage us all to think about potential members for this Boynton Yards 
Committee, including people who may be directly affected by the development, such as people 
who need jobs. This could be an opportunity for leadership development for those who have not 
previously been in leadership positions. We probably need a committee for each development in 
Boynton Yards.

Andy: I agree with Bill S. We should table this item until the next USNC meeting with the 
newly elected board. My view for the next board is that we should devolve more items to 
committees based on votes of the board to enact those committees and their purposes, which can 
include CBA committees. We should encourage people from the community to be on those 
committees.

Bill Cav: There really is the need for a group of people to follow these developments even after 
an agreement is signed. Ann, Michèle, and myself went to Boynton Yards to take a look at the 
new building, and during that process, John Fenton presented us with some proposals that really 
should go to a Monitoring Committee, not just to people who are in the room at the time.



Gary: There was a flyer at the election about a tour of the new lab building at Boynton Yards.
No one on the board knows what that is or had it communicated by DLJ. Gary will look further 
into this. Gary may have been confusing the planned tour of the Union Square developments by 
Union United with John Fenton's openness to give tours of the new building. The flyer at the 
election site was for the Union United tour of development sites.

8. Developer updates
a. May 17 - 2nd Neighborhood meeting on Boynton Gateway/CV Properties proposal

Andy: CV Properties presented their proposal again. They changed things on the margins, but 
it’s basically the same high rise and mid rise buildings. They changed some aesthetics based on 
feedback from the Urban Design Commission, but the floorplate is basically the same despite 
discussions with residents of 80 Webster Ave. Lots of questions were asked by the community 
and city council. 80 Webster asked many questions about the proposal and pointed out their 
proposed zoning amendment to rotate the high rise building from east to north of their building 
and pointed out the many benefits of this. A number of people commented in support of that 
proposal.

Bill Cav: When we met with CV Properties, they said they wanted to put their negotiations with 
the USNC on pause until this zoning amendment is resolved.

Michèle: I was taken aback that CV Properties said that they were taken aback that the zoning 
amendment was actually submitted and were not sure how to react to it, and I said they need to 
consider that this amendment may pass. CV Properties does want to have another meeting with 
us.

Ann: The City Council on the CV Properties meeting appeared very supportive. Roger of 80 
Webster was very good with his discussion. CV Properties wants to have a meeting with 80 
Webster residents this week, and wants to meet with us as well. I was at the meeting between 80 
Webster Ave and Katjana. She appeared to just be learning about the issues going on.

Michèle: I was at the meeting with Jesse Clingan. He was listening carefully to the 
considerations.

b. Upcoming meeting of USNC with Somerville Planning Staff

Bill Cav: The USNC questions to the Planning Staff were sent to Sarah Lewis, Dan Bartman, 
Tom Galligani late Friday or early Saturday.
If we were going to meet with them Thursday May 27, which was when Tom had proposed we 
meet, that would give them almost a week to consider our questions.



c. Any other updates?

DLJ Boynton Yards Neighborhood meeting #2 on building 2, civic space 1. Wednesday May 26, 
7 pm

9. Discussing what the items in Section 2 of the bylaws mean to us, and how we are working
to use the principles to guide our efforts in future

Gary shares his screen showing the questions he prepared regarding parts of section 2 of the 
bylaws.

Long discussion on this agenda item. Please see the recording for the full discussion.

A motion is approved to summarize in writing the discussion that took place here and excerpt the
video clip of this section and highlight both of these on a separate section of the USNC website 
for the community to easily find and refer to.

X. Next USNC meeting

Tentatively Monday June 7, 2021, 7 pm pending approval from newly elected board members 
after the election is complete tomorrow, Tuesday May 26, 2021.

10. Public Comment

Gary: In order to ensure the greatest possible transparency, I would encourage the future board 
to use the regular board mailing list as much as possible except when something confidential is 
being discussed.

Bill Cav: Sunday June 13, 1 pm. Union United is sponsoring and organizing a rally in Union 
Square Plaza followed by a walking tour of all four developments either under construction or in 
the pipeline for approval with the Planning Staff. This might last about 2 hours. There will be 
vehicles available for those with mobility issues to take them around the development sites. The 
details are on the Union United Facebook Page. This is primarily meant to be informational.

Bill Cav will send the details to Gary to put on the USNC website.

11. Executive Session - developer negotiation discussions

Unanimous vote to go into Executive Session for the purposes of discussing developer 
negotiation strategies.


