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Cambridge Planning Board Rules 
Revised:  July 2, 2024 

 
Section 1 Adoption of Rules 
 
1.1 These Rules will become effective when they are adopted by 5 Members of the 

Board at a regular business meeting. 
 
1.2 These Rules may be amended at any time at the Board’s sole discretion by 5 

Members of the Board at a regular business meeting. 
 
1.3 These rules were adopted by the Board in 2006. They were amended as of July 

2, 2024.   
 
1.4 A copy of these Rules will be provided to the public upon request to the 

Community Development Department. 
 
Section 2 Definitions 
 
2.1 In these Rules, the following words will have the following meanings: 
 

BOARD means the Planning Board of the City of Cambridge. Seven Members 
and two Associate Members constitute a full Board. 
 
APPLICANT or PETITIONER means a person, a group of people, an 
organization, or a business entity that submits an application to the Board for a 
Special Permit or project review or a petition for a zoning change or other 
request.  
 
MEMBER is an appointee to the Board who has full voting authority.  
 
ASSOCIATE MEMBER is an appointee to the Board who only has authority to 
vote on a Special Permit Application when a Member is absent, disqualified from 
voting on that application, or in the event of a vacancy on the Board. 
 
CDD means the Community Development Department of the City of Cambridge. 

 
Section 3 The Planning Board 
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3.1 The Planning Board is appointed by the City Manager consistent with the 

provisions of Chapter 2.68 of the Cambridge Municipal Code. Five Members or 
Associate Members of the Board will constitute a quorum of the Board for Special 
Permit applications, amendments to Special Permits and any other matters 
related to Special Permits. Four Members of the Board will constitute a quorum 
for all other matters. Except as otherwise provided in Section 6.16, the 
Cambridge Zoning Ordinance or Chapter 40A of the General Laws of 
Massachusetts, when a quorum is present the Board can act by majority vote of 
the Members and Associate Members (when applicable). 

 
3.2 The two Associate Members will alternate turns for voting on Special Permit 

Applications when their vote is required. The chair will designate the voting 
Associate Members before a vote is taken. 

 
3.3 At its first meeting in January of each year (or at the earliest possible meeting 

after that when a majority of the Board is present), the Board will elect a chair 
and a vice chair to serve for one year or until their successors are elected. 

 
3.4 The chair will preside at Board hearings and deliberation meetings, and will 

review hearing agendas and other Board matters with CDD staff on behalf of the 
Board. The vice chair will carry out the duties of the chair in the chair’s absence. 
If both the chair and the vice chair are absent or disqualified from participation 
because of a conflict of interest, the Member of the Board with greatest seniority 
will serve as acting chair, or, if that Member is unable or unwilling to serve as 
chair, the chair will name one of the other Members as acting chair. 

 
3.5 Any Member or Associate Member who will not attend a public hearing because 

of absence or conflict of interest should notify CDD staff as soon as possible. 
 
3.6 To the extent required by applicable law, a Member or Associate Member with a 

conflict of interest with respect to a particular matter will not participate in the 
Board’s deliberation or decision on that matter.  

 
Section 4 Board Meetings 
 
4.1 Meetings of the Board will generally take place on the first and third Tuesday of 

each month, and/or at other times set by the Board. The meetings will begin at 
7:00 p.m. unless the Board sets another time. 

 
4.2 Public hearings and deliberation meetings of the Board will be open to the public 

unless the Board votes to go into executive session in accordance with the 
Massachusetts Open Meeting Law in order to discuss, deliberate, or vote on 
matters.  
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4.3 The chair may preface each item on the agenda with a brief description of the 
item and the proposed action to be taken. At the end of each item the chair may 
indicate what actions, if any, may be taken at future meetings. 

 
4.4 Minutes will be taken of all meetings of the Board, including Executive Sessions. 

Meetings of the Board except Executive Sessions will be transcribed to the 
extent feasible. Transcriptions of meetings will be available to the public; a fee 
may be charged by the City for such transcripts. 

 
4.5 Public testimony is taken during a public hearing. During the discussion of other 

items of Planning Board business, the Board generally does not solicit public 
comment but may do so in its sole discretion. 

 
Section 5 Pre-Application Early Community Engagement  
 
5.1 For any project seeking a Special Permit from the Planning Board, the Applicant 

is responsible for planning, conducting, and documenting an Early Community 
Engagement process prior to submitting a Special Permit Application. At a 
minimum, the Applicant must host a community meeting with a time, format, and 
location that is convenient for community members to attend. The Applicant must 
provide options for people to attend the meeting in-person and virtually. The 
meeting can be conducted as a single hybrid meeting that allows community 
members to attend in person or remotely, or as separate in-person and online 
meetings. Other outreach is encouraged to engage with a diverse range of 
community members, especially communities that have been historically 
excluded and underheard. Community Development Department staff must be 
notified of all planned meetings and engagement activities in advance and should 
be consulted for advice on outreach strategies. See CDD Guidelines for pre-
application Early Community Engagement for general recommendations about 
conducting community meeting(s) and additional engagement options. CDD staff 
will notify the Board of upcoming Early Community Engagement meetings.  

 
5.2 The Special Permit Application must include an Early Community Engagement 

Summary that includes details of the dates, times, locations and attendance of all 
meetings and other events that were held, a list of all outreach activities 
(mailings, postings, etc.) with a distribution map where applicable, and 
references to web sites and other outreach tools that were used. The summary 
must also include a brief description of the information presented by the 
Applicant during the pre-application Early Community Engagement phase, a list 
of questions and issues raised by community members, and efforts the Applicant 
has made to respond to those issues in the submitted proposal. A Special Permit 
Application will not be deemed complete and scheduled for a public hearing if it 
does not include an Early Community Engagement Summary. 
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5.3  The information to be presented by the Applicant during the pre-application Early 
Community Engagement phase should generally include, but not be limited to, an 
initial site analysis, a summary of existing site conditions and its surroundings, 
photographs of the site and abutting properties to clearly describe the 
surrounding context, a summary of the Applicant’s objectives with regards to the 
future development, and preliminary massing studies, plans, and renderings. 

 
Section 6 Special Permit Public Hearings 
 
6.1 Public hearings for Special Permits will not be scheduled until a Special Permit 

Application has been received and certified complete by CDD. For continued 
hearings, all supplemental materials must clearly show any changes, and must 
be received by CDD at least two weeks prior to the continued hearing date, 
unless the chair in his or her discretion shortens the two-week period. 

 
CDD staff will provide the Board with all applicable zoning ordinance criteria or 
other material in connection with each Special Permit Application and to the 
extent feasible will make such information available on the City’s web site one 
week prior to the hearing date. 

 
6.2 The Applicant will first present his/her case, either personally or through an 

attorney or other agent(s). The Applicant may present those experts, exhibits, 
documents, plans, models, and the like that s/he deems necessary to present the 
case effectively. A time limit will be placed on the Applicant’s presentation: 
presumptively up to 30 minutes, although the Board may, in its sole discretion, 
allow more or less time if the complexity or simplicity of the case so warrants. 
Applicants are urged to provide the Board with as much information about the 
case as is practicable before the hearing. Applicants are urged to make all 
materials of sufficient scale so as to be visible to the Board and members of the 
public in attendance.  

 
6.3 The Applicant’s presentation shall include sufficient information to describe the 

relationship of the proposal to its surrounding context as it exists and as it is 
anticipated to change in the future. Such information may include a physical 
model, a computerized model, photo simulations, drawn renderings, eye-level 
and bird’s eye perspectives, or other means.  

 
 Generally, a physical massing model of the proposal and the surrounding area is 

required to be presented at the public hearing for any project proposing new 
construction or significant enlargement of a building. The purpose of requiring a 
physical model is to illustrate the scale and massing of new buildings in relation 
to nearby buildings, streets and open spaces. The Applicant shall confer with 
CDD staff to determine the appropriate scale and extent of the model given the 
specifics of the proposal. CDD may determine that a physical model is not 
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required if a proposal does not represent a significant change from existing 
conditions in terms of the scale or height of the built form. 

 
6.4 Any individual may appear in person or through an agent or attorney to comment 

on a Special Permit Application, or may submit a statement in writing to the 
Board on the case. Every person appearing before the Board or submitting a 
written statement must identify him/herself for the record by full name and current 
address. 

 
6.5 All individuals wishing to speak in connection with an application (or to be 

advised of future hearings on the application, or to register their presence at the 
hearing in connection with the application) should sign the list provided for that 
purpose at the hearing.  

 
6.6 Speakers will be permitted equal time to speak, generally 3 minutes. However, 

the Board in its sole discretion may extend or reduce the time allocated to public 
comment, or allow certain speakers additional time to speak for reasons that will 
be stated publicly, such reasons to include, for example, an equitable distribution 
of speaking time for differing points of view, allowing time for experts other than 
the Applicant to speak, etc. 

 
6.7 Groups of individuals who wish to speak may designate one or more 

spokespersons to make a unified presentation to the Board on behalf of the 
entire group.  Such spokesperson(s) shall be granted additional time to speak at 
the discretion of the chair, provided that the spokesperson(s) notify CDD staff 
prior to 5:00 P.M. on the Thursday prior to the date of the hearing that such 
spokesperson(s) has/have been designated. 

 
6.8 Individuals will speak only when recognized by the chair. Speakers will address 

the Board and will not cross-examine the Applicant (nor will the Applicant or 
his/her agents cross-examine members of the public). Any questions directed to 
the Applicant or other parties should be directed through the chair. 

 
6.9 The chair will have the power and discretion to rule any person appearing at the 

hearing out of order and to exclude or limit any testimony, which, in the chair’s 
opinion, is repetitive, inappropriate, or irrelevant.  

 
6.10 Written testimony may be submitted to the Community Development Department 

for transmittal to the Board. All written testimony received before 5:00 P.M. on 
the Thursday prior to the date of the hearing shall be transmitted to the Board for 
its review in advance of the hearing. The Board cannot guarantee that any 
written communications received after that time will be transmitted to or reviewed 
by the Board in advance of the hearing.  
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6.11 The Board in its discretion may continue a public hearing to a future date to 
enable the Applicant or any other interested party to present further evidence, 
exhibits, revised plans, or other information that the Board may request. If an 
Applicant makes changes to a proposal based on comments from the Board, the 
public, City staff, or other agencies, the chair may limit additional public testimony 
to the changed aspects of the proposal. 

 
6.12 The Board in its discretion will close the public hearing portion of an agenda item 

when it deems that it has adequate oral and written testimony to reach a 
decision. Except as provided in Section 6.13, no oral or written testimony will be 
accepted after the public hearing on an item is closed. In any event, a hearing 
will be considered closed when the Board reaches a decision on the matter.  

 
6.13 In its deliberation on a Special Permit Application the Board may request or allow 

further information, oral or written, from the Applicant or other parties. 
 
6.14 Outside the setting of an open Board meeting, Members and Associate Members 

will refrain from discussing a pending Special Permit Application with any party 
having an interest in the matter. 

 
6.15 To the extent feasible, the Board’s deliberation of a Special Permit Application 

will include a review of applicable criteria and guidelines listed in the Zoning 
Ordinance of the City of Cambridge, and the Board will make findings on each of 
the applicable criteria that will be incorporated into the written decision of the 
Board. 

 
6.16 At any point in the Board’s deliberation a Member may move to take action on an 

application. If the motion is seconded, the chair will ask the Board to discuss the 
motion before voting. Once this discussion is completed, the chair will ask which 
Members and Associate Members are in favor of the motion, against it, or 
abstaining. Five Members (and/or Associate Members) must vote in favor of a 
Special Permit in order for it to be granted. The chair will announce at the end of 
the voting what action was taken by the Board. Except as otherwise provided by 
law, only Members (or Associate Members) who have attended all public 
hearings on a Special Permit Application may vote on the disposition of the 
application. 

 
Section 7 Special Permit Decisions 
 
7.1 A decision of the Board on an application for a Special Permit will be made within 

90 days of the date of the public hearing, unless extended by written agreement 
between the Board and the Applicant. 
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7.2 Decisions taken by the Board on Special Permit Applications will specify the 
findings made by the Board described in 6.15 above, as well as all conditions 
imposed by the Board on the granting of the Special Permit. 

 
7.3 CDD staff will prepare a written decision incorporating the Board’s findings and 

conditions, to be signed by the chair (or the vice chair or his or her designee) on 
behalf of the Board when the chair has approved of the written decision. Once 
the chair, vice chair, or designee has signed, the decision will be filed with the 
City Clerk. 

 
7.4 Upon request of any Member made at a meeting, the Board will receive a copy of 

the decision to review before it is finally approved and signed by the chair. 
  
Section 8 Zoning Petitions 
 
8.1 The procedure for public hearing on and consideration of a zoning petition is 

essentially the same as that set out for a Special Permit in Section 6 above, with 
the following exceptions:  Members may vote on the recommendation to be 
made with respect to the petition whether or not they have been present at all 
public hearings on the petition. A simple majority of a quorum of the Board is 
sufficient to send a recommendation on a zoning petition to the City Council. 

 
8.2 The Board may decide not to send a specific recommendation on a zoning 

petition to the City Council but rather to send general comments on the issue for 
the City Council’s consideration. 

 
Section 9 General Laws and Zoning Ordinance 
 
9.1 If there is any conflict between these Rules, Chapter 40A and any provision of 

the Zoning Ordinance, then Chapter 40A and the Zoning Ordinance will control. 
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