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Executive Summary

The resolve to plan the future of Lower Falls is the result of a working partnership among its residents,
its business community and Wellesley town government. Working together, these stakeholders developed five
main goals for Lower Falls: maintain and enhance Lower Falls’ village character; improve its appearance
with attractive storefronts and landscaping; improve traffic and parking conditions; enhance access to the
Charles River; and strengthen Lower Falls as the eastern gateway into Wellesley. Charged with addressing
these issues, the consultant team of Goody, Clancy & Associates and Connery Associates analyzed the site,
solicited public input through presentations and discussion groups, and produced the enclosed proposed zoning
amendments, urban design and landscape guidelines for the public and private realms, and possible futures for
key components of Lower Falls.

Summary of Findings

Wellesley Lower Falls is distinguished in its opportunities and challenges. Its unique identity arises
from location, history and physical character. At the crossroads of a metropolitan roadway system, Lower
Falls has reaped the economic benefits and traffic burdens of a regional location while struggling to maintain
the functions and small-scale character of a village center. The architecture of the center is diverse, offering a
pleasant visual variety to preserve in future redevelopment. Many of the buildings are built close to the
sidewalk, forming blocks of a consistent street edge along a curving Washington Street. A strong opportunity
arises from Lower Falls’ close proximity to the Charles River. Harnessing the river’s water power early gave
rise to an industrial economy. Today, buildings along Washington and Walnut Streets turn their back to the
river. If a path system was created to provide access to and along the river, and if future land uses were
developed to take advantage of the water’s edge and linear parks, the Charles River would once again define
the central attraction of Lower Falls in a post-industrial economy.

Lower Falls faces several challenges as well. While many of the buildings contribute to the fine-grain
character of the village center, others are large and set back from the street, breaking up the continuous sense
of enclosure that marks appealing small commercial districts. Under existing zoning, with a maximum FAR of
-3 and an off-street parking requirement of 3.2 spaces per 1,000 square feet of building area, the center is built
to capacity and small properties cannot redevelop. High traffic volumes, numerous curb cuts and poor road
design have created safety problems and exacerbated congestion. The center’s environment is unfriendly to
pedestrians: barren sidewalks, uninviting storefronts and auto-oriented uses add to the difficulty of crossing
busy streets, reducing business vitality and quality of life. Finally, Lower Falls is underserved in its parking
supply, which further contributes to the loss of pedestrians supporting the small retail activities of the center
and enlivening its streets.

The zoning recommendations, urban design and landscape guidelines, and specific planning proposals
in this report are tailored to address these opportunities and challenges. Lower Falls has the potential to
become a vibrant, pedestrian-oriented commercial center surrounded and supported by landscaped office
parks, serene residential neighborhoods and a continuous network of trails, bike paths and riverfront parkland.
The goal of these recommendations is to help Lower Falls to realize its potential and fulfill the community’s
vision of its future.

Summary of Zoning Recommendations

Current zoning constricts Lower Falls. Because of the .3 FAR and 3.2 parking requirement, buildings
on small sites cannot grow. This makes it likely that future development in Lower Falls will be dominated by
the consolidation of small properties into large parcels, with larger buildings set back from the street, further
eroding the character and street edge of Lower Falls. The range of uses currently allowed by right — retail
uses up to 50,000 square feet, gas stations, auto-repair facilities, printing plants — and others allowed by special
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permit — car wash, autobody paint shop, sale of trailers and boats — is unlikely to promote the village character
envisioned by the Lower Falls community. To address these conditions, and to shape Lower Falls over the
long-term, two zoning changes are proposed. A new zoning district, called Lower Falls Commercial, consoli-
dates several business districts along Washington Street, while a Residential Incentive Overlay District applies
to commercial and industrial parcels between Washington Street and the Charles River.

The Lower Falls Commercial (LFC) Zoning District is tailored to encourage the development of a
pedestrian-friendly, small-scale commercial center, while protecting the character and quality of life of immedi-
ately adjacent residential neighborhoods. LFC limits the uses permitted by right to retail stores of 10,000
square feet or less, restaurants and outdoor cafes, offices, public buildings, and housing, among others. Retail
stores larger than 10,000 square feet, drive-through facilities, dry-cleaning stores, and gas stations would
require a special permit. The FAR remains at .3 by right, but in order to support reinvestment in commercial
properties, the FAR can be raised to 1.00 by special permit. Height is limited to 2 stories or 36 feet to maintain
the smaller scale of buildings in Lower Falls. The off-street parking requirement remains at 3.2 spaces per
1,000 square feet of building area, but drops to 2.5 spaces if any portion of the parcel is within 500 of a public
parking area containing at least 50 spaces. In addition, to encourage the building of upper stories, the first
4,000 square feet of upper story is exempt from parking requirements. Finally, to maintain a more consistent
street edge and to allow for streetscape improvements, front yard setbacks are to be no less than 5 feet, and
no more than 10 feet. The intention is to maintain and enhance the fine-grain commercial character of Lower
Falls, while protecting the neighborhood as a whole from the intrusive impacts of large-scale office and retail
development.

The Residential Incentive Overlay (RIO) District is a longer term strategy intended to provide positive
incentives for residential redevelopment of commercial and industrial properties, should their operation become
less financially competitive due to access constraints or changing market conditions. The RIO confers addi-
tional development rights to sites of at least two acres, or existing buildings with at least 25,000 square feet of
space, for redevelopment into assisted elderly living, independent elderly housing, or conventional multi-family
housing. The RIO is intended to complement the village character of Lower Falls by adding a resident popula-
tion to support local businesses, and taking better advantage of the proximity of the Charles River, Lower
Falls® greatest natural asset.

Summary of Urban Design and Landscape Guidelines

The Urban Design and Landscape Guidelines provide a common direction for future improvements to
both the public and private environments in Lower Falls. They reflect agreement within the community that
the attractiveness of the commercial center is important to the Town as a whole, and essential to enhancing
the district’s village character.

Given the diversity of Lower Falls’ private environment, the public environment bears the responsibility
of providing a clear structure for the center through the design of streets, sidewalks, and open spaces. Such a
unifying framework allows individual properties of Lower Falls’ architecture to spring into relief without
disintegrating into chaos. Guidelines for the public environment cover lighting, pedestrian connections, land-
scaping, street furniture, public open spaces and parking.

Guidelines for the private environment are intended to help business and property owners in their on-
going maintenance and capital investments to improve the appearance of their building and increase the market
appeal of their business. Thus the guidelines range wider than those for the public environment. Buildings and
Facades, the first section, contains recommendations about site planning, composition of building facades,
materials and colors, and how to treat the backs of buildings, among other topics. The second section, Store-
fronts, includes recommendations for the storefront frame, window display, awnings, materials and color. The
third section, Signage, introduces the forms, materials, colors, and lighting for signs, and the final section,
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