
Chinatown Rezoning: 
Update Presentation & Workshop

April 18, 2024
6:00PM - 8:00PM
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Agenda/Goals for Today

● What is Zoning? 
● Presentation

○ Overview of Engagement
○ Who We’ve Heard From
○ What We’ve Heard Thus Far
○ How has this been interpreted (Zoning Considerations)

● Workshop: Feedback & Clarification
● Additional Feedback Opportunity
● Wrap-Up & Next Steps
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Introductions: BPDA

Lamei Zhang 张拉美 
(she/her)
Comprehensive Planner II
Boston Planning & Development 
Agency (BPDA)

Astrid Walker-Stewart 
(she/her)
Zoning Reform Planner I
Boston Planning & Development 
Agency (BPDA)



What is Zoning?
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Zoning is a set of laws that 
are used to guide 
development by dictating 
the:
1. Allowed use
2. Shape and density of 

the project in a given 
area

What is zoning? 

Land Use

Dimensional Regulations

These are 
encoded in 

zoning.

“Shape”

“Use”
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“Use” - Land Uses

Retail/Commercial

Residential

Educational
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197 Green Street

Setbacks

Parcel 
Area

Building 
Footprint

40 Soldiers Field Place

“Shape” - Dimensional Regulations

Stories Feet

11 East Lenox Street

Property Line

Setback

Building Lot Coverage Height

“Zero-lot-line”
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“Shape” - Dimensional Regulations

Floor Area Ratio

(FAR) is the ratio of 
the total amount of 
a building (floor 
area) to the size of 
the piece of land 
upon which it is 
built
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What can zoning actually do?

● Zoning is a forward-looking tool

● One of many policy and legal tools cities use

● Zoning is great at saying what you can’t do in 
a certain area

● Zoning is also a reflection of the needs of an 
area at a certain period time, and should be 
regularly updated 

○ Early 20th century: concerns of pollution, 
overcrowding, health
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So in Chinatown, 
what are today’s challenges…?
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Chinatown has not had 
substantive zoning updates in 

34 years
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Chinatown’s Existing Zoning Does Not Meet Present Day 
Needs: “Shape”

● The buildings in red exceed the 
maximum height regulations of 
existing Chinatown zoning.

Zoning is too 
small for 

~30 
existing 

buildings

N/A
Taller than maximum height in zoning
Compliant with maximum height in zoning



13

Chinatown’s Existing Zoning 
Does Not Meet Present Day 
Needs: “Use”

Zoning is out 
of date
>40% 

of zoning 
variances in 

Chinatown are 
due to USES



Existing Chinatown Zoning
Understanding How a Planner Thinks



15

Chinatown Zoning Study Area

We are here
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Chinatown Zoning - Existing Subdistricts

We are here
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The Chinatown zoning study area 
currently has 7 subdistricts*. 

Each subdistrict has its own rules 
for what “shapes” and “uses” are 

allowed.

*What is a subdistrict? Geographic 
areas subject to specific zoning 

guidelines

Chinatown Zoning - 
Existing 
Subdistricts
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“Use”



19

Chinatown Zoning - Existing Subdistricts - “Uses” 
Boston’s Zoning Code regulates how land can be used

Each land use is delegated as allowed, conditional, or forbidden. 

● Conditional means it requires a conditional use permit, based on set 
criteria, from the Zoning Board of Appeal.

● Forbidden uses require proof of substantial hardship and can only be 
allowed via the granting of a variance 

Chinatown has 37 different uses 

● 15 of which are regulated by floor (1st floor, 2nd floor, and 3rd floor +) 
and 22 of which are not regulated by floor
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What is allowed (conditional) 
in some parts of Chinatown…

Special Service Uses

Chinatown Zoning - 
Existing Subdistricts - 
“Uses”
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… may be forbidden in other 
parts of the neighborhood.

Special Service Uses

Chinatown Zoning - 
Existing Subdistricts - 
“Uses”

X
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Some types of 
uses are allowed 
everywhere…

Religious Uses

Residential Uses

Child Care Uses

Chinatown Zoning - Existing Subdistricts - “Uses”
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Other uses are 
forbidden 
everywhere…

Vehicular Uses
X

X X

X
X X

X

Transportation Uses

Chinatown Zoning - Existing Subdistricts - “Uses”
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…While other types 
of buildings may 
require special 
permission and more 
city review, and still 
may only be allowed 
in certain parts of the 
neighborhood

Supermarkets

Hotels
Takeout

Chinatown Zoning - Existing Subdistricts - “Uses”
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“Shape”
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Chinatown Zoning – 
Existing Subdistricts - 
Dimensional 
Regulations - “Shape”
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Chinatown Zoning – 
Existing Subdistricts - 
Dimensional 
Regulations - “Shape”

In addition to uses, each 
existing subdistrict has its 
own zoning that dictate 
dimensional regulations for 
every building in that 
subdistrict…
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Chinatown Zoning – 
Existing Subdistricts - 
Dimensional 
Regulation - “Shape”

The dimensional 
regulations in 
Chinatown are: 
height and Floor 
Area Ratio (FAR)
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Chinatown Zoning – 
Existing Subdistricts - 
Dimensional 
Regulation - “Shape”

What does this look 
like in our existing 
zoning code?
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Chinatown Zoning – 
Existing Subdistricts - 
Dimensional 
Regulation - “Shape”
It looks like this…

    (Article 43, section 5 and 6)
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Chinatown Zoning – 
Existing Subdistricts - 
Dimensional 
Regulation - “Shape”

And put into simple 
terms, it translates 
to this…

80’

80’

80’

65’
80’

65’

65’
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80’

80’

80’

65’

80’

65’

65’Chinatown Zoning – 
Existing Subdistricts - 
Dimensional 
Regulation - “Shape”
Buildings can be taller and 
denser (as detailed on map), if 
they go through more extensive 
city review…

+15’

+15’

+15’

+20’

+45’
+45’

+20’

… And possibly more if they go 
through Article 80 review
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Now that we have an understanding of “shapes” 
and “uses”…



What We’ve Heard
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Overview of Engagement Thus Far

● Kickoff: February 7th, 2024
● Types of Engagement: 

○ Surveys
○ Workshops
○ Focus Groups
○ Office Hours
○ Public Meetings
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Overview of Engagement Thus Far: Surveys

● 59 surveys received as of 3/14 
(Online and paper surveys)

● Survey respondents responded to 
questions about the priorities for 
Chinatown, affordable housing 
opportunities, and land use needs

● First month of survey results 
available on website
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Overview of Engagement Thus Far: Workshops
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Overview of Engagement Thus Far: 

● Asian Community Development 
Corporation (ACDC)

● Chinatown Business Association  (CBA)
● The Chinatown Coalition
● Chinatown Community Land Trust (CCLT)
● Chinatown Master Plan Committee
● Chinatown/South Cove Neighborhood 

Council (CNC)
● Chinese Progressive Association (CPA)
● Consolidated Chinese Benevolent 

Association (CCBA)
● Tufts University and Tufts Medical Center
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What Have We Heard Thus Far?
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What We’ve Heard Thus Far:

● Buildings & Programming
○ More mixed-use
○ Greater diversity of businesses
○ Food and retail (as) culture
○ More opportunities to grow
○ Services that support needs of elders

“More diverse 
businesses reflecting 

the needs of every day 
Chinatown residents ”

“Chinatown is a decidedly 
mixed use neighborhood 

where residential and 
commercial life is very 

much intertwined.”

“Too many bubble 
teas + trash; too 
many hot pot” 

“Supermarkets” 

“Multi-use 
commercial spaced 

building” 

“We want tall 
buildings - only 
way to grow” 

“More modern updated 
structure to attract and 

promote tourism” 

“Businesses should 
stay open later; good 

for business, new 
market of people” 

“More FOOD!!!” 

“More ARTS” 

“Build nursing homes for 
the low-income elderly 

and build affordable 
grocery stores ”
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What We’ve Heard Thus Far:

● Housing
○ Need more housing; affordable, 

middle-income, and workforce
○ Protect the rowhomes
○ Allow greater density if it means 

more affordable housing

“Allow taller buildings if 
they provide onsite 
affordable housing 

opportunities. ”

“Workforce housing”

“I think Chinatown 
needs more 

housing in general ”

“Row houses - small living 
spaces - should help them stay 

by relaxing restrictions on 
expanding living spaces, add a 

floor or 2 ”

“If you build 
affordable housing, 
the building height 

can be higher”

“Middle-income, 
workforce housing to 

to help adult kids 
return to Chinatown ”
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What We’ve Heard Thus Far:

● “Preserving” Chinatown
○ Protect Chinatown as a cultural anchor
○ Concerns for displacement

“Allow taller buildings if they 
provide onsite affordable 
housing opportunities. ”

“I think Chinatown 
needs more housing in 

general ”

“Chinatown is a decidedly 
mixed use neighborhood where 
residential and commercial life 

is very much intertwined.”

“Clear Chinatown 
identity”

“Don’t want to leave 
Chinatown but so 

expensive”

“I would like to see 
preservation of the 

community as a 
priority”

“Concern around 
displacement; Keep 

mom and pop 
shops”

“Preserve 
Chinatown as an 

immigrant working 
class community 

NOT just a 
"cultural" center for 
food and groceries”

“More activities 
to bring people 

together”

“More ARTS”

“Remove the adult 
entertainment 

district”



Zoning Considerations: 
How has this information been interpreted?
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Zoning Consideration #1: 
Simplify Chinatown’s 
Subdistricts

● Why?
○ Recognize and encourage the 

mixed-use nature of Chinatown 
○ Ease zoning restrictions to make it 

easier for businesses to react to 
neighborhood need

○ Allow for a greater diversity of 
businesses

● How are we thinking of doing this?
○ Simplify subdistricts to recognize 

mixed-use character and rowhouses 
of Chinatown 

Special Service Uses

Supermarkets

X

Hotels

Takeout

>40% 
of Nonconformities 
in Chinatown are 

due to USES
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Zoning Consideration #2: 
Expand the Types of Uses Allowed Within Buildings

● Why?
○ Allow for a greater diversity of 

businesses
○ Ease zoning restrictions to make it 

easier for businesses to react to 
neighborhood need

● How are we thinking of doing 
this?
○ Reassess if regulating uses by floor 

aligns with current needs; and if 
so, updating those uses

X
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Zoning Consideration #3: 
Support the preservation of row homes

● Why?
○ Preservation of existing 

affordable housing
○ Row houses represent a history 

of Chinatown
● How are we thinking of doing 

this?
○ Using zoning to support the 

preservation of the “shape” of 
these buildings

○ Creating a row home subdistrict 
that this zoning would apply to
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Zoning Consideration#4: 
Increasing the Rezoning 
study area

● Why?
○ Include areas that 

Chinatown community 
members also live in or 
visit regularly 

● How are we thinking of 
doing this?
○ Increasing the Chinatown 

Rezoning study area to 
include Elliot Norton Park 
and South Cove Plaza 
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Zoning Consideration #5: 
Remove the Adult 
Entertainment District from 
Chinatown

● Why?
○ Recognition of Chinatown 

as a neighborhood
○ Recognition of Chinatown’s 

history and neighborhood 
advocacy around the 
“Combat Zone”

● How are we thinking of 
doing this?
○ Remove the portion of the 

adult entertainment district 
from the Chinatown zoning 
area
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Zoning Consideration #5: 
Remove the Adult Entertainment 
District from Chinatown

● Why?
○ Recognition of Chinatown as a 

neighborhood
○ Recognition of Chinatown’s 

history and neighborhood 
advocacy around the “Combat 
Zone”

● How are we thinking of doing 
this?

○ Remove the portion of the 
adult entertainment district 
from the Chinatown zoning 
area
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(break)



Workshop: Feedback & Clarification
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Workshop: Feedback & 
Clarification
● Purpose: 

○ Gather input from community members 
through workshop activities as a way to 
provide a “gut check” of our Zoning 
Considerations

○ Provide community with opportunities to 
share feedback, questions, and 
reactions from the presentation portion in 
smaller groups
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Workshop: Feedback & 
Clarification
● Set up:

○ Random assignment of groups of 5-6 
people

○ We will work together to go through 3 
workshop activities; share out between 
each activity

○ Please designate one person per activity 
to help report out

○ BPDA staff will walk around during each 
activity for assistance



“Shape”: Building for the Future

Workshop Activity #1
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#1: Building for the Future 
(15 minutes)
Instructions: 

● In small groups, imagine Chinatown 10-20 
years from now. With a continued need 
for housing, businesses, and services, 
consider if and where there are 
opportunities in the neighborhood to 
accommodate this growth

Questions to consider:

● Understanding the “shape” components 
of zoning, where in the neighborhood 
would these areas feature this growth?

● What would this growth look like? What 
do the buildings look like? What is their 
“shape”? What are their features?
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Chinatown Zoning Study Area

We are here



“Use”: Future Uses

Workshop Activity #2
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Workshop #2: Future Uses (15 minutes) 
Instructions: 

● Participants will work in small groups to visualize 
what kinds of spaces could exist on each floor of a 
building in Chinatown

Questions to consider:

● Should there be distinctions between floors within 
the same building? Or should there only be 
distinctions between the ground floor and above?

● Should some buildings only have residential uses on 
certain floors? Or above a certain floor?

● Should ground floor spaces ONLY have uses that 
activate the street?

● Are there uses you don’t want to see on specific 
floors or at all?

3rd Floor & up

2nd Floor

1st Floor

~ 40% of uses in Chinatown are 
regulated by floor



Rowhouse Preservation

Workshop Activity #3
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Workshop #3: Rowhouse Preservation (15 minutes) Individually or in groups

1) map out where you 
think the row houses 
exist in Chinatown

2) Identify which 
proposal addresses 
how you think the 
rowhouses should be 
regulated in the future.
 

Questions to think about for 
part 2: 

Do you think it is important to 
preserve the existing row 
house buildings? If so, what 
do you think is important to 
preserve - existing height, 
building size, 
design/character?

Should these buildings be 
allowed to extend into the 
rear yard depending on 
resindent’s need? Or should 
they remain the same? 

Instructions: 

● Participants will share what they think is appropriate 
for the preservation of the row houses 

Questions to consider:

● Do you think it is important to preserve the existing 
row house buildings? If so, what do you think is 
important to preserve - existing height, building size?

● Should these buildings be allowed additional height? 
If so, by how much? 

● How important is it to have a rear yard? 



Additional Feedback Opportunity



Wrap Up & Next Steps
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Upcoming:

● May: 
○ Draft Zoning Release
○ Draft Zoning Release Public Meeting
○ Focus Groups
○ Office Hours

● Ongoing: Surveys (close 4/30/24)



Appendix



Understanding Height 
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Understanding Height: Low-Rise Buildings 

Row House
~33 Feet

2 ½ stories

Low-Rise Building
<50 feet
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Understanding Height: Low-Mid Rise Buildings 

Empire Garden
70 Feet

Low-Mid-Rise Building
50-80 feet
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Understanding Height — Mid to High Rise Buildings 

Pao Arts 
Center

~ 115 Feet

One 
Greenway
~200 Feet

Mid-Rise Building
80 - 155 feet

High-Rise Building
>155 feet
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Understanding Height — High-Rise Buildings 

660 
Washington St

~ 300 Feet

High-Rise Building
>155 feet




