


• For attendees to understand the 

new law

• To understand why our zones in 

Reading don’t comply

• What that means for the changes 

we will need to make

• What staff sees as the best 

direction based on engagement 

thus far

In Scope 

Regional Context

Definitions of the Law

What are the zoning districts in Reading

History of zoning changes in Reading

Zoning Capacity 

Reading’s own housing goals 

Price & Permitting Data

Survey Results & Interpretation

Business Districts

Workshop Results

Out of Scope 

Debating if we should comply with the law 

Arguing against zoning changes without first 

vetting any proposals



When the supply of housing does not keep pace with growing 

demand it drives down vacancy rates and drives up prices as there 

is increased competition for units. 

This is also a region that has historically produced mainly single-

family homes, and the region will need a range of housing options to 

meet future needs and multi-family housing is increasingly looked to 

as the solution to these issues. 

-Amy Dain’s 2019 State of Zoning for Multi-Family Housing in Greater Boston Report 



In 2019 it was summarized that for the 100 

communities within the Boston metro area in the 3 

years prior only 14% of multi-family units were 

permitted by-right. 

The state is requiring municipalities to remove 

barriers to development within their zoning in 

order to make future development of dense 

housing close to transit to be possible. 

They had to choose a way to confirm that 

municipalities are complying, so they came up 

with zoning capacity requirements.

 
Source: Reading Historical Commission 



Reading is classified as a commuter rail community 

which means at least half of our zoning district must be 

within a 1/2-mile of the Reading train depot downtown.

By December 2024, Reading must confirm to the State 

that we have a district with by-right zoned capacity for 

a set number of units of multi-family housing at a 

density of 15 units per acre across a district of a 

minimum of 43 total acres.* 

We do not currently have a zoning district that meets the 

requirements.

*For the specific details on how these numbers were calculated 

by the State please see our project webpage.

Source: Reading Historical Commission 













Zoning Bylaw originally passed

Mid-size single-family district (A-2) minimum lot 

size changed from 15,000 sq ft to 20,000

Creation of new larger apartment zone (B-1)

Residence B district minimum lot size changed 

from 10,000 sq ft to 40,000 

Rename zones to modern names and begin 

using modern map

Smallest single-family district minimum lot size 

changed from 10,000 sq ft to 15,000



A group of residents living in the South Main & Minot St 

area, upset by apartments being proposed near them, 

advocated to have the zoning bylaw changed and the 

minimum lot size increased in a special town meeting. 





In 1995 the Town changed the 

minimum lot size for single-family 

homes from 10,000 to 15,000 sq ft. 

The discussion at the time focused 

on slowing growth and slowing the 

building of new homes in Reading.





To determine “zoning capacity” you add up how many housing units could maximally be 

built on every existing parcel in a district, based on what the zoning allows, regardless of 

what exists on each parcel.

Zoning capacity considers each parcel as empty and asks what could be built on it today 

under current zoning. 



Reading Village (The Metropolitan) has 68 units.

This building is a 40B development. 

The lot it sits on is zoned S-15. 

Under current zoning capacity this counts as 1.



This house is a single-family house in the A-40 zone. 

When we revise the zoning in this district, this lot 

could count as 4 units or more.

The single-family house can remain as long as the 

owner wants; zoning does not change what already 

exists.



Reasons why existing zones don't comply:

• Acreage is too small

• Unit density / capacity is too low

⚬ Large number of non-conforming 

parcels due to smaller lot sizes 

than the required

⚬ Maximum lot coverage restrictions

⚬ Parking ratios require lots of space

⚬ Waivers required



Reading will provide a variety of housing types for a diverse 

population. 

Such housing will integrate well with existing neighborhoods.

Elderly, renters, first-time homebuyers, empty nesters, and others, 

will be able to find housing to match their needs. 

Providing these housing types, including affordable housing, will be 

accomplished in part by improving the Town’s regulations to more 

easily allow certain types of housing, such as townhouses, multi -

families and accessory apartments. 



“Although multi-family production has seen temporary increases 

with periodic real estate booms, based on zoning and the 

historically low production of other-than single-family units, it can 

be expected that most of Reading’s future housing production will 

be single family houses on average half-acre lots. 

The likely result will be a continuation of high housing costs 

and fewer opportunities for low to moderate income 

households, empty nesters, and elderly."















Source: Reading Historical Commission 

MBTA Communities gives us an opportunity to 

reconsider if, as a Town, we have met our goals.

Have we provided a variety of housing types for a 

diverse population?

Can a first-time homebuyers or elderly residents find 

housing to match their needs? 

Have we considered our place within the region and 

what type of community we want to be known as? 

In choosing to protect small town character by 

making development harder, we forfeit our ability to 

meet other goals.



The goal of the survey was to receive actionable 

direction from residents as to the preferred types of 

multi-family housing for Reading.

The survey was open from June 6 until September 5, 2023 

and was publicized on the Town website, Town social 

media, in the Town Manager Minute, by the Recreation 

Department, the Library, the Economic Development 

Director, the Senior Center Staff, to Boards and 

Committees both via email and at in person presentations, 

and in person at community events. 

We received a total of 758 responses.

The full survey summary report is available on our project 

webpage. 



Respondents prefer:

• Multi-family buildings with fewer units 

• Smaller buildings with fewer stories

• More “house-like” architectural options 

New multi-family units should be near public transit, commercial corridors, and walking distance to 

pedestrian amenities

Respondents highlighted traffic, open space, and changes to neighborhood character as their top 

concerns with new multi-family housing 





Survey results were clear that multi-family should 

be near transit / commercial / pedestrian-friendly 

areas. This directs us to focus the full acreage we 

are required to zone for to be within or near the 

1/2 mile radius. 

A-40 is a natural fit given the existing multi-family 

uses in the district. It does not have enough 

acreage alone (17 acres). We propose combining 

A-40 with portions of S-15 to create a new district. 

Equal distribution across the 1/2 mile area is 

important for equal distribution of future service 

needs (school enrollment, infrastructure) to come 

from possible construction.







The business district that is in the right location 

and has the right characteristics is our Business B 

/ 40R Smart Growth District. It does not comply in 

its current form. 

This district was amended at Town Meeting in 

2021, and no new projects have been proposed 

since. In order to make this district compliant we 

would have to reverse every item passed at that 

Town Meeting, and then go further in the opposite 

direction towards greater density.

We do not believe this would pass Town Meeting. 



We also believe there are benefits from creating 

tiers of density in walking distance to our 

businesses in downtown. More residents can 

support restaurants and shops, it what can 

hopefully become a virtuous cycle.  

We believe placing potential future housing near 

open spaces, in an area that is walkable and near 

transit provides many ancillary benefits.  







Minimum Lot Sizes 

Minimum lot sizes will go down 

to meet our goal of making 90%+ of lots conforming. 

The final size will be reverse engineered 

from the district chosen.

Frontage will be chosen in the same way.

At our Workshop on 10/11 we worked through 

dimensional controls like setbacks, lot coverage, 

and discussed parking requirements in an 

interactive exercise.

Our takeaways were:

• Reducing minimum parking requirements 

down to 1.25 spaces required per unit was 

acceptable

• Slightly reducing required setbacks from our 

current minimums was acceptable

• Increasing minimum lot coverage from 25% 

up to 30% was acceptable







For each zoning District that the Town submits to 

the State, staff has to answer 51 questions. 

Minimum Lot Size

Additional Lot SF Req’s per Unit

Parking Spaces per Unit

Building Volume / Building Height

Maximum Lot Coverage %

Open Space %

Setbacks 

Lot Area per Unit

Maximum Units per Acre

Non-Conforming Parcels

Units within Half-Mile of Transit

Total Excluded Land

Open Space Removed/Set Aside

Total Parking Area

Units Forgone due to Unit Cap in Zoning

As we adjust each variable in the blue box, 

lots will shift in or out of compliance, 

changing our ultimate unit density/acre.



We are currently crafting dimensional controls that can apply holistically to our proposed new 

district and meet the state’s minimum requirements and are working with RKG on this. We will be 

presenting compliance scenarios at our next event. 

We will be presenting a PRELIMINARY map, informed by our engagement, at our next event on 

November 8. 

Our concept will remain open to revisions up until we start the public hearings required for Town 

Meeting. 

Engage with us now. 





Source: Reading Historical Commission 

Contact Reading's Planning Staff

Andrew MacNichol

Community Development Director

amacnichol@ci.reading.ma.us

781-942-6670

Mary Benedetto

Senior Planner

mbenedetto@ci.reading.ma.us

781-942-6648
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