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BOSTON: IN THE ZONE
An Overview of Green Building Zoning Requirements
Introduction
Boston has always been green—from the Boston
(Green) Tea Party and the city’s strong Irish heritage to the famed “Green Monster” in Fenway’s
left field. In recent years, however, Boston has
added a new dimension to its green reputation.
Due in large part to leadership from longtime
mayor Thomas M. Menino, who has committed
the city to reducing greenhouse gas emissions and
improving sustainability, Boston is quickly becoming one of the greenest cities in America.
Compared to cities with more sprawl and a less
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expansive public transit system, the building sector makes up a disproportionately high percentage of the Boston metro area’s total energy use—78 percent according to the city’s 2007 Climate Action Plan. Aware of the challenge ahead, in 2003, the mayor convened the
Green Building Task Force to produce a list of policy recommendations to promote green building.
To meet Boston’s aggressive climate change goals, the Task Force needed to produce proposals that would significantly improve building performance. Yet the Task Force knew that state law restricted jurisdictions from
adopting a more or less stringent energy code.1 It decided, therefore, to come up with a creative, Boston-specific
solution that fell within the city’s jurisdiction: green zoning. As one of its core policy recommendations, the Task
Force proposed that the city amend the zoning code to require projects that qualify for large project review to
meet LEED Certifiable specifications for design and construction. After two years in development, in December
2006 the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA) introduced Article 37.

Policy Overview
Article 37 requires that buildings subject to Section 80B Large Project Review under Boston zoning laws (i.e.
buildings 50,000 square feet or larger) be LEED certifiable. Developers must submit a LEED scorecard and supporting materials certified by a LEED Accredited Professional. In addition, developers can achieve up to four
“Boston Green Building Points”: Modern Grid, Historic Preservation, Groundwater Recharge, and Modern Mobility. Although Article 37 does not mandate official LEED certification, The BRA encourages it.
1. In July 2009, the Board of Building Regulations and Standards (BBRS) promulgated the 120AA Stretch Code, a more stringent alternative to the existing state code that local jurisdictions can choose to adopt as their baseline code. As of August 2009, multiple jurisdictions had expressed interest in the Code, but none had begun the process of adopting it.
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Best Practices and Lessons Learned
City representatives cite a number of practices that supported the process. To begin, the Mayor’s Task Force did
not include environmental advocates. While this might seem paradoxical, it allowed the city to frame the discussion around the economic costs and benefits of green building, a more salient and comfortable conversation for
architects, designers and builders than emissions reductions and climate change. The city already had the support of green advocates; it needed the support of the stakeholders whom the policy would ultimately affect.
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The Task Force proposed two other policies that contributed significantly to Article 37’s eventual implementation. First, it advised the city to “LEED by example” by adopting LEED Silver as the standard for new
municipal construction, which the city did in 2007. This
action helped create acceptance for the new zoning
provision within the building community by demonstrating in a tangible and accountable way that the city
was committed to green building. Second, it recommended a three-year implementation work plan,
which gave all involved parties time to develop the
policy and prepare for its implementation.

Article 37 also offers a cautionary tale for other municipalities interested in adopting green zoning provisions.
The BRA put a significant amount of effort into developing the “Boston Green Building Points” as a way to provide the building community with flexibility in achieving the requisite number of points, as well as incentivize
areas of need within the city. However, developers have eschewed these points in favor of the standard LEED
credits. It is no secret that certain LEED requirements are easier to fulfill than others. Cities interested in creating
their own city-specific requirements should be aware that the process can be quite complicated and that difficult-to-reach targets will likely receive little interest from the building community.

Conclusion
Boston is encouraged by the initial success of Article 37. To date, three projects have completed the green zoning process, and another thirty are underway. The city’s Interagency Green Building Committee continues to
monitor and advise the BRA on compliance with Article 37’s requirements. Moreover, the BRA has developed a
Green Boston website that gives users the chance to identify green building projects in the city. To learn more
about Article 37 and other green building efforts in Boston, please contact John Dalzell at the Boston Redevelopment Authority or Maura Zlody at the Environment Department.

All information for this resource was collected by Cosimina Panetti and Eric Plunkett during an interview with Boston staff on July 22, 2009 and
subsequent correspondence, as well as using city, state, and national online resources.
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