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Rezoning proposal on its way to council

Plan seen as paving way for revitalization effort

By Katheleen Conti, Globe Staff, 10/5/2003

Lawrence city councilors will vote Tuesday on an addition to the city's zoning code that has been described as the most important change to the document in 50 years. The vote will follow a public hearing on the change, which is an overlay zoning proposal designed to make it easier for developers to revitalize the city's downtown.

Drafted by the nonprofit group Groundwork Lawrence, the proposal was unanimously approved by the city's Planning Board and the council's five-member Ordinance Committee. The measure needs six of nine council votes for final approval.

Community leaders have said for some time that restrictive zoning laws in the city have hindered the rehabilitation of certain districts by making it difficult for residents, mill owners, developers, and business owners to build or expand.

The overlay zoning proposal would not replace the current zoning laws but would create an overlay district downtown. Within the district, proposals that mirror the community's vision could take advantage of a streamlined approval process. The area, known as the Reviviendo Gateway Overlay District, includes the North Common neighborhood, eastern downtown, and the historic North Canal Mill District.

Maggie Super, associate director of Groundwork Lawrence, is optimistic the overlay district zoning proposal will be approved. "This will be a historic moment for the city," said Super, who called it the most important zoning development in the city in 50 years. "They'll be taking a step to make this a better city to live and spend time in."

Two years ago Groundwork Lawrence began a redevelopment initiative known as Reviviendo! (Spanish for "Revitalizing!"), which they aligned with the city's long-term plan for greater downtown highway access, the Gateway project. The Reviviendo Gateway Initiative gathered local residents, artists, mill owners, and other businesspeople to brainstorm a unified vision of the future of Lawrence.

That future involves building mixed-use developments in the mill district, providing more multifamily housing and attracting growing industries, such as biotechnology. But leaders said zoning laws that cater only to industrial activity and restrict new development have hampered the city's chances for revitalization.

"There's a tremendous amount of historic buildings that aren't right now being used as efficiently or as well as they could be," Super said. "The space is low-cost. Transportation is excellent. It's close to metro Boston. So Lawrence is really well situated to attract a lot of these businesses, but it hasn't done it well."

Super said Lawrence's abundant space, historic mill buildings, and available land have caught the eye of many developers who ended up looking elsewhere because of the city's uncertain and expensive special permitting process.

A biotechnology company, for example, that was interested in relocating to old mill space, would encounter a zoning restriction that no more than 50 percent of the floor area be used for manufacturing, Super said. But biotechnology companies use up to 90 percent of their work area for manufacturing and 10 percent for office space.

To build housing in neighborhood lots, Super added, zoning laws require a minimum lot size of 10,000 square feet. But lots in Lawrence's downtown residential neighborhoods average between 5,000 and 7,000 square feet, so are ineligible for development. And artists and others who might want to live and work in the city's mill district face a zoning clause that prohibits that kind of mixed use.

"This is an urban setting. If you don't have people living in the downtown areas, it's really difficult to maintain the business, retail, and restaurant life," Super said. "One thing we know is that people tend to spend their disposable income where they live if they have the opportunity to do that. A lot of our downtown areas have been underdeveloped for residential housing. If we have sites in the city that can support more housing and more commercial activity and already have access to transportation and water and sewer lines, we can take advantage of those sites."

Mayor Michael J. Sullivan, who is a "huge fan" of the overlay zoning proposal, said even when he was a city councilor, he often wondered why the city's zoning codes were so restrictive and lobbied to change them. If the city hadn't held on to the zoning laws of 50 years ago, Sullivan said, it wouldn't have the housing shortage crisis that it does.

"I saw people buying these lots to build homes on them, but they all had to make special approvals," Sullivan said. "The housing issue could be so much further [along] than it is now. I think a lot of things have been stalled because of archaic zoning rules. . . . This is long overdue."

Chet Sidell, president of KGR properties and owner of four mill buildings in Lawrence, said he is excited about the possible zoning change, which would allow him to look into putting residential units into his buildings. Those changes won't be immediate, he said, but they also won't be "years in the making."

"Having a building that's mixed-use is positive. . . . It makes us flexible," Sidell said. "The truth is that if you're a businessman and you really believe in watching out for the bottom line, as a business person you should look at Lawrence. The prices are right today, but I don't think it's going to be this way forever."

Paula Levis Suita, a partner in Levis Realty, which owns the Methuen Street mill that houses JJ Levis Paper Co., said streamlining the development process will keep those seeking mixed-used facilities in the city. Although the proposal would affect only the Reviviendo Gateway district, Suita said, it will be a model for the rest of Lawrence.

"This is just the first part of a multistep process," she said. "It's kind of the tip of the iceberg. It opens up our options . . . bringing more energy and capital into the area."

Katheleen Conti can be reached at kconti@globe.com. 

© Copyright 2003 Globe Newspaper Company. 

© Copyright 2003 The New York Times Company 

