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Have your licensed professional submit plans and 
required documents to ISD building. The City of  
Somerville also offers some matching storefront 
incentive grants.  

Some physical improvements can take 3-6 months.

Building Permit: Scaled drawings showing the 
extent of  work to be performed. Detailed 
information and qualifications of  the owner, 
applicant, contractor, architect, information about 
existing and proposed use.

Building Permit: $20 per $1,000 of  the estimated 
cost of  the work.  Plan Review Fee, Bldg Code:
$4 per $1,000 of  work. Zoning $1 per $1,000 of  
work. Other permits vary according to type of  work.

6. MAKING PHYSICAL 
     IMPROVEMENTS 

The Board of  Alderman approves licenses for 
over 50 types of  businesses including but not 
limited to; garages, gas stations, hotels, and more.

Depending on the type of  license, the process 
may take 2-4 months. 

There are various licenses.
Contact the City Clerk's Office for more information.                 
Common Licenses include Common Victualers 
license for food businesses. 
Any car-related business must go through the 
City Clerk's office.
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1. PLANNING A BUDGET
    & BUSINESS PLAN

Here is a step-by-step guide that can help you more           effectively plan the process of opening a business

2. ZONING
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Creating a business plan, including start up costs, 
a budget, marketing strategy, and timeline, will 
guide you to opening a successful business. 
The City of  Somerville's Economic Development 
Office can provide business plan, examples, 
assistance, and referrals.  

The City of  Somerville advises at least 6 months to 
conduct market research and thinking through 
your business plan.

There is a significant time investment to develop a 
business plan, but there does not need to be a 
financial cost to develop one.

Certain commercial activities require Special 
Permits from the Zoning Board of  Appeals or the
Planning Board.   

It is recommended that you set up a preliminary 
review meeting with the zoning review planner 
before you submit your application
Special Permit application form and supplemental 
questions, site plans, elevations, conceptual floor 
plans, traffic/parking analysis

A hearing is scheduled within 65 days of  
application.  Decision within 90 Days

$125 minimum base fee to maximum $14,000 
depending on type of  permit and size of  project

Economic Development Office Zoning Review

Inspectional Services - Building Div.City Clerk’s Office



Opening your business in the right location 
is critical. Many businesses require adequate
foot traffic to sustain, occupancy costs can 
vary, and the local demographics need to 
match your target customers.  

The City of  Somerville recommends at least 
3 months to find the right location.

Rent costs vary by neighborhood, business
type (i.e. retail vs. office vs. industrial), 
and market conditions. 

You will be required to get licenses through the 
ISD Health if  you are selling or giving food to 
the public. 

Food Plan Review:  2-6 Weeks
  
Food Plan Review: Proposed menu, floor plans, 
food equipment schedule, equipment 
manufacturers specifications   

New Business Application Fee $100 
Retail Establishment fees go by square footage 
from $240 for 1,000 sq. ft. to $600 for 7,500 sq. ft.
& more.
Food Service fees go by seats from  $240 for 
under 25 seats to $600 for over 200.

    
                                     

After opening your business, there may be some 
additional changes you would like to make. 
Many of  these require a specific permit, including:
serving alcohol, extended operating hours, 
outdoor seating, etc.
The City Clerk’s office can help you apply for 
these changes to your businesses.
     
Licensing process may take up to 2-4 months.

Permit costs vary. For example: 
alcohol ($1,500 - $5,000),
extended operating hours ($800), 
outdoor seating ($150)

3. FINDING THE RIGHT 
     LOCATION

7. GETTING HEALTH 
     PERMISSIONS 
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8. MAKING CHANGES
    TO YOUR BUSINESS  

Here is a step-by-step guide that can help you more           effectively plan the process of opening a business
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Economic Development OfficeEconomic Development Office

Inspectional Services - Health Division City Clerk’s Office

4. FINANCING YOUR
     BUSINESS

Many entrepreneurs finance their businesses 
through traditional bank loans. However, first-time
business owners may have trouble getting a loan
from a bank.
There are various ways to finance your business, 
including: bank loans, microloans or crowd 
funding

The City of  Somerville advises at least 2 months in 
developing a financing strategy.

Depending on the type of  loan, market conditions, 
and entrepreneur profile, interest rates can 
vary widely. 
More creative financing methods that do not 
require a bank loan can be done for very low-cost.

PROCESS

TIMELINE

COST



1. PLANNING A BUDGET AND
    BUSINESS PLAN
City of Somerville 
Economic Development: 
Max MacCarthy:(617) 625-6600 x 2500  
mmaccarthy@somervillema.gov         

3. FINDING THE RIGHT 
 LOCATION
Available commercial space can be 
found on the City of Somerville’s 
SiteFinder tool: 

7. GETTING HEALTH 
 PERMISSIONS
ISD Health: (617) 625-6600 x 5600 
ISD@somervillema.gov    

UMass Boston Small Business 
Development Center
(617) 565-5591

Boston SCORE
(617) 565-5591

ACCION East
10 Fawcett Street #204
Cambridge, MA 02138
(866) 245-0783

2. ZONING

City of Somerville
Economic Development: 
Max MacCarthy: (617) 625-6600 x 2500
mmaccarthy@somervillema.gov                   

4. FINANCING YOUR BUSINESS

Zoning questions can be directed to:
Hans Jensen, Zoning Review Planner
(617) 625-6600 x 2521 
hjensen@somervillema.gov

6. MAKING PHYSICAL 
 IMPROVEMENTS
ISD Building: (617) 625-6600 x 5600 
ISD@somervillema.gov

8. MAKING CHANGES TO 
       YOUR BUSINESS
City of Somerville City Clerk
(617) 625-6600 x 4100
cityclerk@somervillema.gov

Español: Irma Flores (617) 625-6600 x 2122 
i f lores@somervil lema.gov 

Ayisyen Kreyòl: Jhenny Saint-Surin (617) 625-6600 x 2622

jsaintsur in@somervil lema.gov

Portuguêse: Adriana Fernandes (617) 625-6600 x 2123 

afer nandes@somervil lema.gov

Micro-loan information available at:Free business plan assistance available at:

5. ADDITIONAL LICENSING

City of Somerville - City Clerk
(617) 625-6600 x 4100
cityclerk@somervillema.gov

Language Assistance

Go to Somer villeMA.gov to find more information on the Economic 
Development Office, ISD, Zoning, the City Clerk's Office, and more!

www.somervillema.gov/sitefinder
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