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City of New Bedford 

Department of City Planning 

133 William Street  Room 303  New Bedford, Massachusetts 02740 

Telephone: (508) 979.1488  Facsimile: (508) 979.1576 

 

 
  PLANNING BOARD 

 
 

   
 

STAFF REPORT 
 

REPORT DATE                 PLANNING BOARD MEETING  
May 20, 2020                                          June 10, 2020 
 

Case #20-18: SPECIAL PERMIT 
149 William Street 
Map: 52 Lot: 209 

 

Applicant: Waterfront Historic Area League 
 15 Johnny Cake Hill Road 

New Bedford, MA 02740 
 
Owners:  Waterfront Area Historic League 
 15 Johnny Cake Hill Road  
 New Bedford, MA 02740 
 & 
 Your Theatre, Inc. 
 136 Rivet Street 
 New Bedford, MA 02740 

 
 
Overview 
Request by applicant for Special Permit review for a 
reduction in the number of parking spaces required for 
a historic restoration of the First Baptist Church for re-
use as a community theatre and congregation meeting 
space; located at 149 William Street (Map: 52 Lot 209) 
on a .4+ acre site in a Mixed Use Business (MUB) zoned 
district.  This review is for a special permit only as the 
project does not meet the thresholds for Site Plan 
Review.  
 
Existing Conditions 
The 6,432+ SF, Greek Revival church style structure is 
a prominent landmark and is a building that anchors 
City Hall Square located in the heart of downtown New 
Bedford. The site’s parcel is a 16,080+ SF lot, with 120’ 
of frontage on William Street and on parallel 
Mechanics Lane. There is driveway access from both 
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street frontages, with a large parking area in located off William Street 
while a smaller driveway parking area is located off Mechanics Lane.  
 
Built in 1829, the First Baptist Church is a two-story wood framed 
building that sits atop a stone foundation, rectangular in plan with a 
gabled roof featuring a steeple. The steeple was a landfall for whaling 
ships returning to port and it is the only surviving church featured on 
the City’s seal. Additionally, the church falls within the city’s newly-
formed Seaport Cultural District.  
 
The meetinghouse was added to the National Register of Historic Places 
and designated a National Treasure by the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation due to its history in the creation of Parliamentarian 
Procedure. The national and international significance comes from one 
of its members, Lt. Henry Martyn Robert, achieving world-wide acclaim 
for creating “Robert’s Rules of Order” which has been adopted as the 
standard for parliamentary procedures due to his experience 
moderating a disorderly meeting held at the church.  
 
The surrounding neighborhood is a mixture of commercial, civic, and 
residential uses in a Mixed Used Business (MUB) zoned district. Directly 
abutting the site to the west is Da Cunha Chiropractor, while directly 
abutting east is a public parking lot, further east across Sixth Street is New Bedford City Hall. Directly south across William 
Street is a residential multifamily dwelling and The Registry of Deeds. Directly north across Mechanics Lane is a single-
family dwelling and a parking area.  

 
The First Baptist Church is an important historic structure listed in the National Register of Historic Places, named as one 
of the States’ Most Endangered Historic Resources, and declared a National Treasure by the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation. This project has been a high priority preservation project which the city has advocated for and supported 
for over a decade, and as such has received a significant amount of City Community Preservation Act funds to advance its 
rehabilitation. Additionally, it has been nationally recognized as a most endangered resource as well as a national model 
for its adaptive reuse as a theatre while preserving the congregation. As such, the Department of City Planning has deemed 
it a priority site for preservation and adaptive reuse. 
 
COMMUNITY PRESERVATION ACT (CPA) FUNDING 

FISCAL YEAR 18 CPA GRANT $275,500 Steeple Repair/exterior 
restoration 

Project completed 

FISCAL YEAR 19 CPA GRANT $65,000 ADA Accessible Bathrooms Project in process 

FISCAL YEAR 20 CPA GRANT $56,900 Recommended to City 
Council for installation of 
the fire suppression system 
which is necessary for the 
occupancy permit and 
public use. 

Scheduled on the City 
Council agenda for 3/12 
meeting; will be referred to 
Finance Committee for 
review; anticipating final 
vote by mid-April. 

 
Proposed Conditions 
The proposal is to restore and renovate First Baptist Church to accommodate a Place of Worship and Community Theatre 
per plans submitted.  

 
The restoration effort includes the complete exterior restoration of the existing structure including the steeple along with 
interior renovations; adding new accessible toilets, wheelchair lifts, providing a performing arts space and a new ramp to 

Driveway off Mechanics Lane 
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a new accessible entrance. Additionally, included in the scope of work is a new HVAC, electrical, plumbing, and fire 
protection systems. The project is regulated by the National Historic Landmark status of the Congregation. 
 
Parking & Loading.  The revised site plan dated March 2, 2020, provided with the architectural plans and proposed a 
parking lot layout (Sheet A-001). The parking layout provides nine (9) parking spaces on-site. Eight (8) parking spaces, 
including one (1) handicap space are proposed in the western parking lot located off William Street with a 23’ wide drive 
aisle. One (1) handicap space is proposed in the smaller driveway off Mechanics Lane on the east side of the site.  All 
spaces are 9’ wide and 20’ long; each of the handicap spaces has an adjacent striped access aisle.  
 
The gross floor area of both floors, 12,864 SF, indicates a minimum of sixty-four (64) parking spaces and one (1) loading 
space is required under ordinance.  Nine (9) parking spaces and no loading spaces are proposed. Therefore, the applicant 
seeks a reduction of fifty-five (55) parking spaces.  
  

USE PARKING REQUIREMENTS LOADING REQUIREMENTS 

Places of assembly, including 
theaters, veterans, fraternal, social 

and recreational clubs and 
organizations not operated for a 
profit; facilities primarily for the 

education and instruction of persons 
sixteen (16) yrs. of age and older; 

taxi, bus & railroad passenger 
terminals; auditoriums, theaters, 

bowling alleys and dance halls; sports 
facilities; places of worship; funeral 

homes 

One (1) space per five (5) seats for 
which the building is designed or one 
(1) spaces for each 200 sq. ft. of gross 

floor area whichever results in the 
greatest number 

One (1) loading space for each 
building containing 10,000 sq. ft. or 

more of gross floor area. Two (2) 
loading spaces for buildings 

containing 100,000 sq. ft. or more of 
gross floor area 

Parking Calculations 
             64 parking spaces (1 per 200 GFA: 12,864/200)                                         1 Loading space(s)  
                 _______________________________________________________________________________________________________________                                                                                                     _______________________________________________ 

             64 Total parking spaces required                                                                  1 Loading space(s) required 
 

Proposed Parking 
9 Total parking spaces proposed                                                                  0 Loading space proposed 

 

Traffic Impact & Access Study.  No traffic impact and access study is proposed nor is one required. 
 
Circulation. Pedestrian access to the site is provided by sidewalks along William Street and Mechanics Lane.  An existing 
walkway from William Street leads to the main entrance vestibule of the church and wraps around to entrances on both 
the east and west side.  Walkway to the west provides access to the wing at the rear of the building.  The walkway to the 
east provides access to a handicap ramp proposed adjacent to the proposed handicap space.  Motorist access is provided 
via the driveways as noted on Mechanics Lane and Williams Street. 
 
Demolition & Site Preparation.  Plans do not indicate if parking lot pavement will be replaced.  Board may choose to 
inquire if the existing lot will be utilized as is or be repaved. 
 
Landscaping. There are three areas of lawn, one on each side of the walkway leading to the main entrance and the third 
just south of the driveway on the east side of the building.  There are various plantings on each side of the main entrance 
vestibule. 
 
Snow Storage & Waste Receptacles. Snow storage and waste receptacles are not indicated on plans. The board may wish 
to clarify where snow from the parking lots will be stored.  
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Stormwater. No stormwater management plan has been submitted with application.  Board may choose to confirm that 
if lot is repaved no increases to stormwater runoff are likely. 
 
 
Review Comments 
As required under city ordinance, the case submittal documents were distributed to City Clerk, City Solicitor, Health 
Department, Inspectional Services, Engineering, Public Infrastructure, Conservation Commission, Fire Department and 
School Department.  
 
No comments were not received as of the publication of this report; any comments received will be made available at the 
public meeting.   
 
Master Plan Goal 
The proposal is consistent with the master plan’s goal to expand workforce opportunities and communicates a positive 
message for business development.   
 
Materials for Consideration 
The architectural plan submission is shown as “Interior Renovations and Exterior Restoration to Your Theatre Inc. 149 
William Street, New Bedford, MA” dated January 15, 2016 and date stamped received by City Clerks’ Office March 4, 2020. 
Plans were prepared by Peterman Architects, Inc., in Concord, MA and unstamped. The plan set consists of the following 
sheets: 
 

▪     Cover Sheet 
▪ Sheet G-000  Site Plan and Scope of Work Narrative 
▪ Sheet EX-100  Existing Conditions 
▪ Sheet EX-101  Existing Conditions 
▪ Sheet A-100  Floor Plans 
▪ Sheet A-101  Floor Plans 
▪ Sheet A-300  Exterior Elevations 
▪ Sheet A-350  Building Sections 
▪ Sheet A-301  Exterior Elevations 
▪ Sheet A-001  Site Plans (revised March 2, 2020)  

 
Addressing the considerations for granting a special permit, the applicant states: 
 

“Parking demand will be less than is required under the Ordinance because of shared part-time uses by 
both employees and non-profit users of Steeple Playhouse.  The small staff of two will be using Steeple 
Playhouse’s office on a part-time basis.  Also, the performing arts organizations using the space will be 
doing so mostly in the evening when ample-on street parking is available, as well as, in the Elm Street 
parking garage.  Your Theatre operates 40 to 60 performances per year.  Each performance serves 50 to 
100 patrons with performances taking place Thursday through Saturday at 7:30 PM and Sundays at 2:30 
PM when on-street and garage parking are available.  Additionally, Your Theatre, Inc. will have rehearsals 
at the playhouse 3 to 5 days a week which usually only consist of 4 to 12 people during a range of hours 
between 6 PM and 10 PM.” 



                                                                                                                    STAFF REPORT    ◼        Page 5 of 7 

  
 

Staff Recommendations 
 
Special Permit Approval.  Having reviewed the submitted materials, planning staff offers the following 
recommendations for conditions to the Planning Board should it act favorably on the requested special permit 
for the project: 

 
 That the following general conditions be applied to this decision: 

1. The project shall be completed according to the plans, notes, reports, and specifications submitted for 
consideration and final approval by the Planning Board. 

2. The project shall be undertaken in a manner consistent with the Memorandum from the Department of 
Public Infrastructure received and placed on file and the Planning Board incorporates the DPI memo as 
part of these conditions. 

3. The applicant shall submit final plan revisions to the Department of City Planning in the following 
formats: one (1) -11” x 17” Plan Set and one (1) CD or USB with Plan Set in PDF format and shall ensure 
that these same plans are properly submitted to the Department of Inspectional Services. 

4. The applicant shall ensure that a copy of the Notice of Decision, bearing the certification of the New 
Bedford City Clerk signifying no appeal has been made against the project’s approval, be provided for the 
Department of City Planning Case file folder. 

5. That the applicant shall ensure a copy of the Notice of Decision bearing the certification of the city of 
New Bedford City Clerk, signifying no appeal has been made against the project’s approval, be recorded 
at the Registry of Deeds.  

6. The applicant shall ensure that a copy recorded decision be provided for the Department of City Planning 
Case file folder. 

7. The applicant shall present any proposed modification from the approved plans for consideration to the 
Director of City Planning for determination as to whether the modified plan must return before this Board 
for further review. 

 

Special Permit Criteria 
Per zoning ordinance section 3120 the board may reduce any parking or loading requirement if, the Board finds that 
the reduction is not inconsistent with public health and safety, or that the reduction promotes a public benefit. Such 
cases might include: 

• Use of a common parking lot for separate uses having peak demands occurring at different times; 

• Age or other characteristics of occupants of the facility requiring parking which reduces auto usage; 

• Peculiarities of the use which make usual measures of demand invalid; 

• Availability of on-street parking or parking at nearby municipally owned facilities. 

• Where a special permit is granted, a reserve area, to be maintained indefinitely as landscaped open 
space, may be required sufficient to accommodate the difference between the spaces otherwise required 
and the spaces reduced by special permit. The parking/site plan shall show (in dotted outline) how the 
reserve area would be laid out in to provide the otherwise required number of spaces. 

 
Additionally, under section 5300 of the zoning ordinance the Board must take into account the characteristics of the 
site and of the proposal in relation to that site, the determination shall include consideration of each of the 
following: 

• Social, economic, or community needs which are served by the proposal. 

• Traffic flow and safety, including parking and loading. 

• Adequacy of utilities and other public services. 

• Neighborhood character and social structures. 

• Impacts on the natural environment 

• Potential fiscal impact, including impact on City services, tax base, and employment 
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8. The rights authorized by the granted approval must be exercised by issuance of a Building Permit by the 
Department of Inspectional Services and acted upon within one year from the date the decision was 
granted, or they will lapse. 

9. The developer and site contractor must schedule a pre-construction meeting with the Department of 
Public Infrastructure prior to the start of construction.  

 

 

Materials Provided by the Applicant are available at: https://www.newbedford-ma.gov/planning/planning-board-
agenda-info-2020/. 

 
 

 
 
Staff Report prepared by: Rudy Botros, Staff Planner 
Reviewed by: Tabitha Harkin, Director City Planning

https://www.newbedford-ma.gov/planning/planning-board-agenda-info-2020/
https://www.newbedford-ma.gov/planning/planning-board-agenda-info-2020/
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149 William Street Map: 52 Lot: 209 
NOTE: Property line is approximate; for discussion purposes, only. Aerial map is oriented north. 

 

St. Luke’s Hospital Campus 


