
From A to Zoning

The Big Picture of Residential Regulatory Reform



AGENDA
1. Zoning Reform

2. Bigger Picture of Regulatory Reform 



State Policy Levers of Zoning Reform

1. Persuasion and Planning

2. Incentives

3. Mandates

4. Bypass Local Zoning &  Direct Changes to State Framework

To change local 

zoning.



Outcomes to evaluate

• Production levels​

• Diversity of housing types produced​

• Affordable production (deed-restricted)​

• Location (relative to transit, walkability, etc.)​

• Fair share distribution​

• Permitting efficiency​

• Other​



Boston Globe 1960
Map of communities that had adopted zoning
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1. Persuasion and Planning





1. 

Decade: 2008 – 2017

• 47 of 100 municipalities created plans recommending ADU reform

• At least 22 reformed zoning for ADUs

Persuasion 
and 
Planning



1978 Report



2. Incentives



2. 

Chapter 40R, adopted 2004

Incentives

7,808 homes 
built or under construction.



2. 
Incentives



3. Mandate



MBTA Communities Zoning Law, 

Adopted 2021

More than 9,000 homes in the 

pipeline 

(permitting, construction, 

occupancy)

3. 
Mandate



Townhouses in 
Bedford



Mixed-use 
in Melrose



Major 
complex in 
Braintree



4. Bypass / Change State Rules



• Chapter 40B, adopted 1969 

• Vote threshold change

• Statewide legalization of ADUs

• 4 units per acre allowed on certain state-owned properties

• Variance standards reformed

4. Bypass / Change State Rules



Statewide legalization of ADUs

• In first 18 months, 2,824 applications submitted

• 2,084 approved

• 48% detached

4. 
Bypass / 
Change 
State Rules



4 units per acre

on certain 

state-owned

properties 

4. 
Bypass / 
Change 
State Rules



State Policy Levers of Zoning Reform
1. Persuasion and Planning

--Community Development Plans, Housing Production Plans

--State reports

2.   Incentives

--Housing Choice Initiative

--Chapter 40R

3.  Mandates

--MBTA Communities

4.   Bypass Local Zoning and Direct Changes to Framework

--Chapter 40B

--Vote threshold change

--Statewide legalization of ADUs

--Change in variance standards





“
“

You been tryin' 
to throw your arms 
around the world.

U2, Achtung Baby, 1991





Regulatory Complexity:

THE CASE OF SHAPE RULES





Marlborough Zoning Bylaw

"Lot shape. The lot shall be large enough to contain a rectangle having one side 

equal in length to the required frontage and situated parallel to the mean direction of the 
front lot line and the other side equal to 3/4 of the required frontage. Where the front lot line 

is curved, the mean direction of the front lot line shall be the line established by connecting 

the intersection points of the side property lines with the street line. Said rectangle shall 

touch the front lot line, but no part of said rectangle shall intersect any lot line."



PERFECT SQUARE

A square, the dimensions of which are set out in 

the Table of Area Regulations for each zoning 

district, which must fit entirely within a lot and 

one side of which must coincide with or be 
tangent to or touch on two points on the front lot 

line.

Medfield Zoning Bylaws





This is not about shape rules

Circle

16A/P^2

PERFECT
SQUARE

Rectangle

Rat-tail 
lots

Elipse





Chart of complexity
Zoning
(Shape 

rules, etc.)
Septics Wetlands Stormwater

Building/
Fire

Energy Tree

Abington

Acton

Acushnet

Adams

Agawam

Alford

Amesbury



“
“

Happy families are all alike; 
every unhappy family is 
unhappy in its own way.

Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina







Chart of complexity
Zoning Septics Wetlands Stormwater

Building/
Fire

Energy Tree

Abington

Acton

Acushnet

Adams

Agawam

Alford

Amesbury



To fill out the chart, within each cell:

1

Local Rules

Local unique promulgated 

rules, beyond state 

requirements or within state 

frameworks

2

Local Logistics

Forms, schedules, staffing, 

boards, commissions, 

addresses

3

Local Policies/Practices
Unpromulgated policies, the 

stuff you learn from practice

Zoning Septics Wetlands Stormwater
Building/

Fire
Energy Tree

Abington



GOALS OF REGULATORY REFORM

• Standardization: "Happy regulations are all alike."

• Review and revision

• Regionalization

• Cross departmental coordination
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