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Outline ▪ Public land in Greater-Boston is widely 
available and under-utilized. 

▪ Procurement laws and the housing 
permitting process make 
redevelopment prohibitive. 

▪ Public opposition is a big obstacle. 
Some communities acquire public land 
to stop development. 
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Availability of Public Land 
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Availability of Public Land 



Public Land: An Under-Utilized Resource 

Boston University Initiative on Cities

• Let’s imagine redeveloping 5% of the vacant municipal and Commonwealth-owned land 

• We can use the same minimum density as under MBTA Communities (15 units per acre)

• Produces:
• 72,000 units on municipal land 
• 13,000 on Commonwealth land 
• Total of 85,000 units 
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Development Process on Public Land 

• Developing multifamily housing in MA is generally hard because of 
the regulatory process

• But…it’s much harder on public land:
• Land must first be declared “surplus,” which requires 2/3 support from town 

meeting or city council 

• City or town then solicits bids to dispose of the land through an RFP 

• RFP process essentially means that developers have to go through design 
review twice, for the RFP and then as part of the general development 
process 



“City and town officials think, we’re giving [the developer] land, we 
have to require several community benefits. But it doesn’t actually 
always pencil out, particularly when the goal is to maximize the amount 
of affordable housing.”

- Andrea Harris-Long, MAPC 



Development Process on Public Land 

• 6+ years to build 6 units of affordable housing in Weston (currently 
submitting final paperwork) 

• 5+ years for the City of Somerville to even come up with a plan for .8 
acres next to Gilman Square T Stop 

• Newton was awarded >$2.5 million in federal/state $$ in 2021 and 
2022 to redevelop public land into affordable housing. Land has still 
not been approved for use as housing. 
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What is the biggest obstacle to redeveloping 
public land? 
• “Neighbors. Neighbors that are empowered by leaders who cave to 

neighbors. It’s not even that many. Some communities you won’t get 
any applicants for an RFP because there’s so much opposition.”

- Laura Shufelt, Director of Community Assistance at MHP 



Public Opposition 

• Affects any approvals through elected bodies and referenda 

• Creates delays at public hearings 

• Can lead to the weaponization of public land, facilitated at times by 
state resources 
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Town Name Purchase Year Purchase Price (in millions) CPA Funds Used? State Funds Used?

Debt Exclusion 

Vote?

Ashland 2018 $3.5m Yes No Yes

Billerica 2020 $3.0m No No No

Dover 2017 $5.5m No No Yes

Duxbury 2020 $2.2m Yes No No

Hingham 2013 $3.7m No No No

Marblehead 2014 $1.5m No Yes Yes

Norwood 2017 $13.0m No No No

Peabody 2023 $7.2m Yes Yes No

Quincy 2020 $5.0m Yes No No

Scituate 2021 $2.0m Yes No No

Scituate 2010 $1.9m No Yes No

Sudbury 2015 $2.9m Yes No Yes

Wellesley 2018 $3.5m No No No



Public Opposition 

• > $50 million in public money used to block affordable housing 

• All but one purchase were in response to a 40B 

• Blocked over 1,000 identifiable housing units

• Half of purchases used CPA funds 



Policy Recommendations 

• Streamline the process for the disposition of public land.

• Reform state funding programs like the CPA so they can’t be used to 
block housing development. 

• Provide technical assistance for municipalities looking to redevelop 
public land into affordable housing. 

• Streamline the housing permitting process through additional 
housing reform, such as statewide affordable housing overlay. 



Thank you
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