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What is the Central Square Rezoning Project?

CDD is leading a community process to update the zoning for Central Square. Guided by 
community goals identified in prior planning efforts, the recommendations will focus on:

Expanding housing production,
affordability, and diversity

Supporting and growing retail
and small / local businesses

Preserving, supporting, and expanding
Arts, Cultural, & Nightlife spaces
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How did it come about?
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Central, Squared
2011

Central Square
K2C2
2013

Central Square
City Lots Study
2023

Central Square Rezoning
2024-Today

We’re building from 
a strong foundation 
of prior planning:
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Central Square = Heart of the Arts

October 1, 2026

Central Square is the Cultural
Heart of Cambridge – historically 
through today.

Central Square is Cambridge’s only 
Cultural District, a designation by 
the Massachusetts Cultural Council.

It acknowledges the rich diversity 
and concentration of artistic and 
cultural uses and resources present 
in Central Square.
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There are productive partnerships, programs, and investments…
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but still, Central Square has lost cherished spaces and institutions

Approximately 
30,000 SF of 

cultural space 
lost in the past 

10 years

October 1, 2026
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Arts & Culture spaces face shared challenges

Arts & Culture
are invisible

Arts & Culture
Uses lack 
consistent 
definition

Municipalities 
lack 

mechanisms
to support & 
incentivize 

creative space

Creative
spaces face 
enforcement

scrutiny

Permitting 
processes are 
cumbersome

October 1, 2026
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What is Zoning?

Zoning is a legal tool to regulate land use.
It sets the rules for how land can be used and 
developed, balancing public interest with 
private property rights. 

Zoning Ordinance
Describes what you can build 
- the allowable uses and form.

Zoning Map
Describes where
these rules apply.

October 1, 2026
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Zoning can:
• Allow and disallow uses (residential, office, etc.)
• Control building form (setbacks, heights)
• Impose Requirements (parking, open space, 

affordable housing)
• Incentivize community benefits in exchange

for things like additional height or density
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What can (and can’t) Zoning do?

Things to remember about Zoning:
• It can’t preserve specific businesses or spaces.
• It can only deliver community benefits through 

new development.
• It is one tool among many needed to make 

successful arts ecosystem.

October 1, 2026



• Allowing additional 
building height for 
residential uses

• Allowing uses to be 
moved between 
different sites

• Allowing a greater 
range of uses in 
additional areas

Potential Strategies

• Excluding desired 
uses from floor    
area limits
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Incentivizing Uses through Zoning

Central Square Rezoning

Zoning can incentivize projects to include 
uses that are community priorities by 
allowing developers the opportunity to 
offset the cost of producing those uses.

October 1, 2026
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Other Zoning goals will indirectly support the Cultural District

October 1, 2026

Allowing for Increased Housing
• More people to support cultural institutions
• Provide housing for artists and employees

Incentivizing Retail & Commercial Spaces
• Activate the public realm & drive foot traffic
• Opportunities for complimentary businesses

Encouraging Spaces to Build Community
• Create places to gather and share arts & culture
• Increase visibility of organizations in the Square

Allow additional height for 
residential uses in projects 
providing community benefits

Encourage active ground floor 
uses, especially along primary 
streets like Mass. Ave & Main St

Incentivize the creation of 
publicly beneficial and 
accessible open spaces
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But Central Square Zoning’s should directly support the Cultural District

If you only looked at the zoning,
how would you know this is 

Cambridge’s Cultural District?

“ “
The current zoning ordinance 
doesn’t offer incentives for the 
creation of new cultural spaces, 
nor any protections or support to 
preserve existing spaces.

The past few years have seen some 
progress with the inclusion of 
outdoor dining and entertainment, 
but a more comprehensive 
approach is needed.

October 1, 2026



Expand & Grow

New Space
On Site

Projects create new 
cultural spaces

within their project.

New Space
Off Site

Projects can create
cultural space on one 

site to unlock more 
density on another.

Central Square Rezoning 16

What are the potential cultural incentives we’ve been exploring?

October 1, 2026

Preserve & Support

Payment
in Lieu

Projects can pay
into a Cultural 

Stabilization Fund.

Existing
Stabilization

Projects can
preserve existing 

cultural spaces on 
another site.

These involve 
multiple sites

Incentive: Additional residential density / height Incentive: Exempt cultural spaces from FAR

Cultural Community Benefits



Creating New Space On-Site

Projects happening on one site or 
adjacent sites can create new cultural 

spaces within their project. These 
would need to meet certain spatial and 

accessibility criteria to qualify.

Creating New Space Off-Site

Projects involving multiple sites in 
Central Square can create cultural 

space on one site to unlock additional 
residential density on the other.
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Cultural Community Benefits: Expand & Grow

October 1, 2026

New 
cultural 
space

incentive incentive

New cultural space



Existing Stabilization

Projects on one site can acquire and 
preserve existing cultural spaces on 

another site in Central Square to ensure 
they remain and are accessible to the 

cultural community.

Creating New Space Off-Site

Projects involving multiple sites in 
Central Square can create cultural 

space on one site to unlock additional 
residential density on the other.
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Cultural Community Benefits: Preserve & Support

October 1, 2026

Payment in Lieu

In situations where creating new cultural 
space wouldn’t be beneficial, projects 

can pay into a Cultural Stabilization Fund 
which would be accessible to cultural 

organizations and uses in Central Square.

$ Cultural
Fund

incentive
existing 
cultural 
space

incentive



Mar April May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar

Summer Recess
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Project Schedule

Drafting  
Zoning  

Petition

Project
Planning Focus Groups, Listening 

Sessions, & Online Survey

Community Engagement

Council
Meeting (TBD)

Housing
Committee

Public Hearing 
Process

2026      2027

Community
Open House

Cultural
Roundtable

Committee
Check-in

October 1, 2026

Committee
Check-in

Arts & Culture
Focus Group

2 months 4 months 2 months 3+ months

Kick
Off



Central Square Rezoning 20

Today’s Agenda

October 1, 2026

1. Project Overview

2. Public Comment

3. Questions & Discussion

4. Next Steps



Central Square Rezoning 21

Today’s Agenda

October 1, 2026

1. Project Overview

2. Public Comment

3. Questions & Discussion

4. Next Steps



22

Questions

Central Square RezoningOctober 1, 2026

What are the most pressing 
challenges that arts & 

cultural institutions are 
facing in Central Square?

What assistance would you like 
to see from the City to help you

stay in Central Square?

Do any of the 
approaches shared 

today resonate 
strongly with you?

What one thing do you 
feel is the most critical 

for us to know as we 
advance this project?

Do you rent or own your 
space, and how does that 
impact how you plan for  

the future?

What’s missing? Are 
there other approaches 
we should be exploring?
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Join us on October 29th at the
Street Theory Collective space
for a Community Open House

October 1, 2026

Ongoing Engagement Opportunities

Take the Online Community Survey
before it closes on October 9th and 
sign up for project emails at:
bit.ly/CentralSquareRezoning



Central Square Rezoning 25

Thank you for sharing your 
knowledge, insights, and 

experiences with us today!
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