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SOUTH END RESIDENT / STAKEHOLDER PRINCIPLES FOR EVALUATING 
MARIJUANA BUSINESSES PROPOSED FOR OUR COMMUNITY 

 
The advent of legalized adult-use (recreational) marijuana and the continued expansion of medical 
marijuana in Massachusetts have given rise to several pending proposals for such businesses in the 
South End, with more sure to follow. Under state law, Boston must be prepared to host dozens of 
marijuana businesses, some portion of which are essentially certain to be located in the South End. 

Discussions among South End residents and stakeholders reveal substantial agreement around key 
points and principles to guide when/if, where and how adult-use marijuana stores, medical marijuana 
dispensaries and/or marijuana wholesale cultivation facilities locate in our community—even as we may 
hold diverse opinions about the relative merits of these various kinds of businesses or differ on individual 
proposals. We believe that the important interests of the South End will be better served by a community 
focus on the principles laid out in this document, rather than uncompromising resistance to, or uncritical 
embrace of, marijuana businesses proposals. 
Our main pathway to act on these shared perspectives is citywide zoning enacted in April 2018 by Boston 
that delimits potentially permissible locations for marijuana businesses and sets out a mandatory review 
process whereby every proposal must go before the zoning Board of Appeal to be approved or denied 
permission to operate at a particular location. Although marijuana businesses must also obtain state-
issued licenses, it is this city-level review process that is likely to be determinative of whether any given 
marijuana business is established in the South End and how it operates. This city process involves 
substantial community participation and input in advance of the Board of Appeal decision, including: (a) 
an official public meeting sponsored by the Mayor’s Office and multiple community outreach meetings by 
proponents; and (b) negotiation of a “Host Community Agreement” codifying binding conditions and 
community benefits, which residents can potentially influence. In addition to this mandatory City process, 
a marijuana business applicant and community representatives (such as a neighborhood association) 
may, if they wish, choose to negotiate a Memorandum of Understanding or “good neighbor” agreement 
setting out mutually-agreed upon terms.  

We call for the strict application and enforcement of Boston’s marijuana business zoning provisions in the 
South End, as described in detail below, and we strongly encourage all residents and stakeholders to 
participate in the public processes around them, so outcomes reflect the best interests of our 
neighborhood. 

 

More specifically: 

• City of Boston zoning states that marijuana businesses are a “forbidden use” in residentially 
zoned areas, a provision that, in principle, represents a very high hurdle against the Board of 
Appeal’s approval of a variance to allow a marijuana business in any residentially zoned part of 
the South End. We support a strict interpretation of this provision by the City and ZBA, believing 
marijuana businesses are not permissible “local services” and are not appropriate to 
predominantly residential streets where commercial spaces typically consist of small storefronts 
within primarily residential Victorian-era row house homes. 

• City of Boston zoning states that marijuana businesses are a “conditional use” in areas zoned 
other than residential. This means the Board of Appeal may approve a permit to allow such a 
business, but only if finds the specific site is an appropriate location and the marijuana business 
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in question would not create a nuisance to traffic or pedestrian safety or otherwise adversely 
affect the neighborhood and would have facilities adequate and appropriate to its use. In 
determining whether a proposed marijuana business satisfies these tests, we believe relevant 
factors for the Board of Appeal to consider include (but are not limited to) the following: 

o Adult-use marijuana stores are more likely to create nuisances and/or adversely affect a 
neighborhood (e.g. illegal public consumption in nearby places like parks) and/or not be a 
use appropriate to a site than a medical marijuana dispensary. 

o Proposals sited away from residential areas, and those in locations at entry points to the 
neighborhood, are less likely to create a nuisance, adversely affect the neighborhood 
and/or be otherwise not appropriate to the site. 

o Regardless of how zoned, parts of the South End most heavily impacted by side-effects 
of the opioid crisis and/or located nearest the neighborhood’s many substance abuse 
recovery, homelessness or safety net health care services are not appropriate locations 
for adult-use or medical marijuana businesses.  

• City of Boston zoning imposes a buffer zone dictating that no two marijuana businesses of any 
kind may be located less than one-half mile from one another. We support this buffer zone 
provision as ensuring marijuana businesses, and whatever burdens and benefits they bring, are 
equitably distributed across the city and do not become overly concentrated in those 
neighborhoods or parts of neighborhoods where residents lack political power. We oppose 
petitions to waive this buffer zone.  

• State law requires a “Host Community Agreement” be negotiated between the City of Boston and 
any marijuana business seeking approval, a step that occurs following the official community 
meeting. In addition to an impact fee of up to 3% of sales payable to the City, this legally binding 
agreement can include restrictions or terms of operations as needed to protect community 
interests (e.g. hours of operation).  We believe HCAs for any marijuana business proposed to 
open in the South End must fully reflect the input of residents and stakeholders and urge the City 
to codify the full range of appropriate neighborhood protections within the HCA, consistent with 
guidance recently issued by the state Cannabis Control Commission.  

Finally, looking ahead, we recognize that the marijuana industry is new and may well evolve in ways not 
anticipated by city zoning or state law. In that context, we voice concern that: 

• Businesses deemed acceptable and appropriate to our community on the basis of being medical 
marijuana-only dispensaries may subsequently seek to transform into adult-use “pot shops,” 
whether due to owners’ desire to reap greater profits or trends in the marketplace that render 
medical marijuana obsolete and uneconomic. Additionally, the state Cannabis Control 
Commission has signaled it may introduce a new class of “co-location” licenses under which a 
medical marijuana operator would be pre-approved for future expansion into adult-use with little, if 
any, additional state review. We believe City of Boston approvals for applicants who hold 
themselves out as seeking solely to operate as a medical marijuana dispensary must include 
enforceable guarantees that no future adult-use co-located on the same site can occur, except if 
determined acceptable by the City following a comprehensive new City review process that 
includes public input, regardless of what changes occur in the marketplace or state law or 
regulation. 


