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ABOUT OUR TEAM
THE BOSTON FOUNDATION is one of the first and most influential 
community foundations in the country. In partnership with 
community members, donors, the public sector, businesses and 
nonprofits, we aim to repair past harms and build a more equitable 
future for our city and region. Supported by the Annual Fund for 
Civic Leadership, we publish research into the critical issues of our 
time, convene diverse groups to discuss the city’s agenda and the 
region’s trends, and to advocate for public policies that promote 
equity and opportunity for everyone. The Boston Foundation is 
also one of the largest grantmakers in New England, providing 
support to nonprofit organizations in Greater Boston through 
our endowment and working closely with our donors to support 
nonprofits locally, nationally and internationally.

BOSTON INDICATORS is the research center at the Boston 
Foundation, which works to advance a thriving Greater Boston for 
all residents across all neighborhoods. We do this by analyzing key 
indicators of well-being and by researching promising ideas for 
making our city more prosperous, equitable and just. To ensure that 
our work informs active efforts to improve our city, we work in deep 
partnership with community groups, civic leaders, and Boston’s 
civic data community to produce special reports and host public 
convenings.

THE BOSTON UNIVERSITY INITIATIVE ON CITIES (IOC) was created 
in 2014 as a university-wide hub for urban research, learning, and 
practice. The Initiative catalyzes research in, on, and with cities, 
hosts critical conversations, and creates experiential, place-based 
learning opportunities for students. We marshal the talents and 
resources of wide-ranging disciplines across Boston University, lead 
ground-breaking research on mayoral leadership, and forge ties to 
cities locally, nationally, and globally in pursuit of sustainable, just, 
and inclusive urban transformation. Learn more at www.bu.edu/ioc.

http://www.bu.edu/ioc
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Friends,

I’m eager for the day when I can introduce our annual edition 
of the Greater Boston Housing Report Card with good news.  
Unfortunately, we are not there yet, and the words crisis, 
emergency and shortage continue to be part of the analysis and 
ongoing dialogue related to the current housing landscape.

The Core Metrics section of the 2024 Report Card illuminates 
the ongoing mismatch between housing supply and demand in 
Greater Boston. The report notes the chronic underproduction of 
housing units, resulting from both historic and newly emerging 
factors. Population and demographic shifts including an 
increase in the number of households in the state, also increased 
the demand for housing, despite a decline in the average 
number of occupants per household. Meanwhile, economic 
trends are making downsizing more expensive for seniors in an 
already sluggish market.

While these factors are discouraging, there is reason to be 
hopeful. Rents, while trending ever upward, have paused 
their ascent so far in 2024, while mortgage rates have inched 
downward. In addition, we are seeing more expansive thinking 
among housing advocates, researchers, developers, and 
policymakers about how to ameliorate our current reality. The 
Massachusetts Rental Voucher coalition is pushing for vouchers 
to become available for all who qualify; the Partnership to Close 
the Racial Wealth Gap is catalyzing funding for a down payment 
assistance program to aid first-time buyers in historically 
marginalized communities; Mayor Wu is arguing for downtown 
commercial space to be used for housing; and a recent Boston 
Indicators report highlighted a new push to expand building 
codes to allow for greater multifamily efficiency.



This Housing Report Card follows suit in exploring new avenues, 
with a Special Analysis that looks at how publicly owned land 
could be used to ease our housing crunch. Research findings 
demonstrate that all too frequently, public owned land has been 
leveraged for the opposite purpose—to stop new development. 
While disappointing, this finding is extremely useful, setting 
us up to make recommendations for improving our housing 
development ecosystem.

We must pursue new and innovative solutions to house all 
who live here from valued lifelong residents to newcomers and 
everyone between. While we do so, we must also ensure that 
plans designed to improve the housing landscape ensure that 
everyone can live in affordable quality homes without sacrificing 
essentials like groceries or utilities. Rather than being an 
obstacle to thriving in Greater Boston, I believe we need to make 
housing an appealing part of living in our region. Only then will 
we be a region where all residents can equally contribute their 
energy, skills and creativity to the fabric of our community, and 
the benefit of all. 

 

M. Lee Pelton 
President & CEO 
The Boston Foundation
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Every year for more than two decades, the Boston 
Foundation has published the Greater Boston 
Housing Report Card, analyzing recent trends in our 
regional housing market and placing those trends 
within a broader historical context. This year we 
continue that tradition, pairing the Core Metrics 
analysis, produced by the Boston Indicators team, 
with a Special Topic analysis from Katherine Levine 
Einstein, Maxwell Palmer, and Danielle Mulligan of 
Boston University’s Initiative on Cities. 

 CORE METRICS 

Key findings from this year’s Core Metrics include: 

 ` Greater Boston’s housing market remains stuck. Despite modest declines 
in recent months, high mortgage rates have resulted in “interest rate lock,” 
where homeowners with existing low-rate mortgages are reluctant to sell, 
thereby limiting supply. And after an uptick in housing production during 
the 2010s, new home building has slowed again. Despite recent zoning 
reforms, the market may remain sluggish until construction and lending 
costs ease.

 ` Housing-based inequality continues to widen. Longstanding 
homeowners, who tend to be more well off, have benefited from rising 
home values, while renters continue to face high rents. This dynamic is 
closely tied to racial disparities, as Black and Latino families—who are more 
likely to rent—face increasing barriers to homeownership. The monthly cost 
of owning an entry-level home in Greater Boston increased by more than 
$1,500 a month over the last three years.

 ` Housing instability has worsened. Homelessness has risen over the past 
two years, largely driven by recently arrived international migrants seeking 
shelter while they try to secure work permits. Although Massachusetts 
provides more shelter support than most states—keeping the unsheltered 
population relatively low—the state has now reached its self-imposed cap of 
7,500 family shelter placements, sharply increasing the rates of unsheltered 
families across the state.
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 SPECIAL TOPIC 

This year’s Special Topic explores the potential of using publicly owned land 
to develop affordable housing across the Boston region. Publicly owned land 
represents a great opportunity for developing housing, but there are major 
challenges, including regulatory processes and public opposition, that act as 
barriers to leveraging this resource. Key findings include:

 ` Almost one-fourth of land in Greater Boston is publicly owned, with 
about 40 percent of that land vacant and not reserved for conservation. 
Developing it would allow for the production of thousands of additional 
homes.

 ` The region could obtain an additional 85,000 units of housing, if only 
5 percent of the publicly owned, vacant, non-conservation land could be 
redeveloped into housing at a density of 15 units per acre.

 ` The combination of public procurement laws and the housing permitting 
process make the redevelopment of public land prohibitive in many 
cases. State and local regulatory processes create a highly discretionary and 
fragmented process that makes redevelopment onerous.

 ` Public opposition is a formidable obstacle to developing new housing 
on public land. In some places, opposition to housing is so severe that 
communities have acquired public land—at significant cost—to stop the 
development of new housing. Since 2010, at least 13 communities have 
spent more than $50 million in public funds to stop proposed housing 
developments.

Policy recommendations to encourage the development of affordable 
housing on publicly owned land include streamlining procurement processes, 
reforming state funding programs so they can’t be used to block the 
development of housing, providing technical assistance to municipalities, and 
simplifying the permitting process through zoning reform.
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Navigator MA; Jessie Partridge Guerrero, Brandon Stanaway, Andrea Harris-
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at Harvard’s Joint Center for Housing Studies. Thanks also to BU Initiative 
on Cities for research support and Shelby Graham and Sophia Spiegel for 
research assistance; and to Susan Murphy, RJ Lyman, and Michael McDermott 
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DEMOGRAPHICS & ECONOMIC 
TRENDS

We begin the 2024 Greater Boston Housing Report 
Card by examining the region’s total population, 
looking at changes over time. 

Greater Boston has been losing population recently, but in 2023, the 
population grew for the first time in a few years. After a sharp drop during the 
pandemic, international migration rebounded in 2023, reaching its highest 
level in over a decade. Although domestic outmigration remains significant, 
the rate of people leaving the state slowed somewhat in 2023.

We also take a closer look at the overall composition of households because 
people mostly look for housing as household units rather than as individuals. 
So, analyzing trends in household composition gives us a more nuanced 
picture of aggregate demand as well as better information about the different 
types of housing that our market should provide. And, finally, we look quickly 
at incomes, analyzing trends over time and comparing by race and housing 
tenure.

 KEY FINDINGS FROM THIS SECTION INCLUDE: 

 ` Greater Boston’s population has leveled off in recent years, but international 
immigration helped it tick up in 2023.

 ` Greater Boston is aging, its households are smaller and its seniors own 
larger homes.

 ` While median incomes are high in Greater Boston, income inequality is also 
very high.

 ` Homeowner incomes are much higher than renter incomes.

1
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MODIFIED APPROACH 
TO MAPC COMMUNITY 
TYPES

Map: Boston Indicators 
Source: Metropolitan Area Planning Council 
Map data: MassGIS

Throughout the Greater Boston Housing Report 
Card we aggregate municipal-level data to one 
of five community types1 based on an approach 
developed by the Metropolitan Area Planning 
Council (MAPC). Cities and towns are categorized 
using a mix of factors including land use and 
housing patterns, demographics, and recent 
growth trends. Under this approach, for instance, 
we analyze cities such as Lawrence and Brockton 
together as Regional Urban Centers even though 
they’re at opposite ends of the region. For more 
detailed information on individual cities and towns, 
see the online data supplement for metrics by 
municipality.

NOTE ON OUR USE OF MAPC “COMMUNITY TYPES” 

Brief Description of Community Types and 
Subtypes Used in This Report:
(see MAPC’s report for more)

METRO CORE COMMUNITIES—High-density inner 
cities

STREETCAR SUBURBS—Historic, high-density 
suburbs near the urban core

REGIONAL URBAN CENTERS—High-density urban 
centers outside of Boston 

MATURING SUBURBS—Higher-income towns

DEVELOPING SUBURBS—Low-density towns with 
well-defined town centers and room to grow
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Greater Boston’s population has leveled off in 
recent years, but international immigration 
helped it tick up in 2023. 
Greater Boston’s population grew steadily in the early 2010s, but in more 
recent years, that growth has slowed. The population peak observed in 
2020 was followed by two consecutive years of decline in 2021 and 2022. 
However, in 2023, the population rebounded slightly, adding 14,000 residents. 
It’s important to note that the spike in 2020 reflects a transition between 
population datasets from 2010–2019 to 2020–2023. While we’ve combined 
both datasets here for narrative clarity, the 2020 figure should not be viewed 
as a direct continuation of the earlier trend.

This recent uptick reflects broader trends across U.S. metros. Early in the 
pandemic between 2020 and 2021, many large metro areas (those with more 
than 1 million residents) lost population.2 In the last two years, however, many 
of those metros, including Greater Boston, have begun to rebound. 

POPULATION OF GREATER BOSTON
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The resurgence of international immigration is a central component of this 
new growth. With the pandemic-era slowdown behind us, immigration to 
Greater Boston reached new heights in 2023. Some of this growth can be 
attributed to refugees fleeing hardship abroad, but Greater Boston has long 
been a relatively welcoming destination for all types of new immigrants.3 
Rather than representing a dramatic shift, this recent growth is more a return 
to prior immigration patterns. 

On the other side of the ledger, Greater Boston has been losing population 
to other parts of the country for years. Since 2014, more people moved away 
from the region than to it, and these domestic outflows reached new lows 
during the pandemic. While domestic outflows slowed a bit in the past two 
years, we still lost roughly 35,000 residents on net in 2023. 

When factoring in gains from international immigration, the region’s net 
growth due to migration totaled around 4,000 residents in 2023. While a 
return to growth is good, these increases nevertheless remain lower than 
at any point prior to 2018. Without a slowdown in domestic outmigration, 
Greater Boston’s population growth may remain modest for the foreseeable 
future. 

MIGRATION RELATED POPULATION CHANGE
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Greater Boston is aging, its households are 
smaller and its seniors own larger homes. 
Looking at topline population trends is important for getting a sense of who’s 
living here and in need of housing, but people mostly look for housing as 
household units. To get a more nuanced picture of demand, then, we must 
also look at change in the composition and size of households over time.  

Alongside broader national trends, Greater Boston is growing older. Between 
2010 and 2022, the share of 60+ year olds grew 4 percentage points. These 
older adults now make up almost a quarter of the region’s total population, 
the largest share in more than 50 years. By contrast, falling birth rates and 
slower migration-related growth mean that the region’s younger population 
has been declining in share since the 1970s. 

As the region ages, its households are also getting smaller. Looking back to 
1970, at the tail end of the Baby Boom, over half of all households were made 
up of three or more people, usually two parents and one or more children. By 
2022, this had flipped, with more than 60 percent of the region’s households 
made up of two or fewer individuals. 

THE SHARE OF 60+ YEAR-OLDS GREW BY 4 PERCENTAGE 
POINTS IN THE LAST 12 YEARS.
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This changeover is a result of many different factors. Birthrates have fallen 
significantly, with many couples forgoing raising children. And for those 
that do have kids, they tend to have fewer than their grandparents. Plus, 
Americans are living longer, leading to an aging population that tends to 
live in smaller households as they become empty nesters and their own kids 
move on.

It’s worth noting that even as younger families have fewer children, one factor 
pushing in the other direction is a subset of adult children who are living 
with their parents, often due to challenges paying for housing costs on their 
own. Please see the Prices, Rents & Affordability section for more detail on 
this trend and how it affects the reporting of homeownership rates for young 
adults. Though this growth may complicate the narrative of falling household 
sizes, ultimately growth here is outpaced by the even more significant 
increase in one- or two-person households.

ONE- AND TWO-PERSON HOUSEHOLDS MADE UP ABOUT 60 
PERCENT OF THE REGION IN 2022.
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As Greater Boston ages and its households shrink, it’s perhaps unsurprising 
that older households occupy a growing share of the region’s largest homes. 
In 1990, about 16 percent of all owner-occupied households were large homes 
(with 3 or more bedrooms) owned by seniors (65 years old or older). By 2022 
that share increased by 32 percent, such that in 2022 more than one in five 
owner occupied homes in the region were owned by seniors. By contrast, the 
share of smaller (2 or fewer bedrooms) homes owned by seniors increased 
more slowly, by about 25 percent. 

Senior households also tend to live in homes with more excess bedrooms—
senior-led households have around 2 bedrooms per household member, as 
compared to around 1.5 or fewer bedrooms for younger households. There 
are tradeoffs for the region as seniors occupy these larger homes. Growing 
families who want additional bedrooms may wind up spending more than 
they’re comfortable with, or simply going elsewhere.4 Yet senior households 
who want to downsize to smaller (potentially more accessible) units face the 
same constraints all buyers face—low vacancies and high mortgage costs. 
Older owners with paid-off or low interest mortgages may be just as stuck in 
their situation as younger households. Greater Boston simply isn’t producing 
the smaller, reasonably priced housing that might help these larger homes 
turn over (see: Supply). 

GREATER BOSTON’S SENIOR HOUSEHOLDS MAKE UP A 
GROWING SHARE OF THE REGION’S LARGER HOMES.
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While median incomes are high in Greater 
Boston, income inequality is also very high. 
A topline look at incomes in the region is relevant, as ability to pay is also 
an important component of demand for housing. For years now, incomes 
in Greater Boston have been significantly higher than incomes nationally. 
Despite a small decline since 2019, median incomes are still about $9,000 
higher today than in 2006 (inflation adjusted). And in 2022, typical incomes in 
Greater Boston were more than $27,000 higher than the national average.

GREATER BOSTON’S HOUSEHOLD INCOME IS MUCH HIGHER 
THAN THE UNITED STATES OVERALL. 
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While these higher incomes are positive, we know that some meaningful 
portion of this is being consumed by higher housing costs. Further, it’s 
important to remember that “median” reflects the income at the midpoint of 
the distribution, offering no insight into disparities between the highest and 
lowest earners. So, to better understand income inequality in the region, we 
calculate the gap between top and bottom earners, finding that in Greater 
Boston the mean income of the top 20 percent of households is nearly 20 
times that of the bottom 20 percent.5

This places Greater Boston third in income inequality among larger U.S. metro 
areas, trailing only New York and San Francisco, and far exceeding the national 
average.

GREATER BOSTON HAS THE THIRD LARGEST GAP BETWEEN 
HIGH- AND LOW-INCOME HOUSEHOLDS.
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Homeowner incomes are much higher than 
renter incomes. 
A closer examination of household income data highlights a persistent theme 
seen in this and previous Report Cards: the significant income and wealth 
inequality between renters and homeowners, a gap that persists across all 
racial groups. 

Even as median household incomes have grown modestly in recent years, 
these gains have been limited mainly to Black owners and Asian and Latino 
renters. Renters are less likely than owners to see gains from rising income as 
rent increases have often outpaced income growth. As a result, only a small 
segment of renter households—those with incomes well above the median—
are likely to earn enough to eventually afford a home. For higher-income 
renters capable of affording monthly mortgage payments, homeownership 
may still remain out of reach. Without financial support from family and 
friends, even modest down payments can be difficult to afford.

Gaining access to homeownership can yield significant benefits, as well as 
wealth. Longtime homeowners have seen rapid home value appreciation and 
the advantage of locked-in low mortgage rates. Renters, by contrast, have 
faced steadily rising rents without the corresponding wealth gains that come 
from homeownership (see: Prices, Rents & Affordability).

HOUSEHOLD INCOMES BY TENURE, RACE AND ETHNICITY
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SUPPLY

The shortage of adequate housing is at the heart 
of many of Greater Boston’s housing challenges. 
Understanding the dynamics of housing production in 
the region is therefore crucial to evaluating potential 
changes in policy or practice that would lead to better 
alignment of supply and demand. 

Historically, the Greater Boston Housing Report Card has relied heavily on 
the U.S. Census Bureau’s Building Permit Survey (BPS) as the primary source 
of data on housing production. The BPS remains the most comprehensive 
publicly available resource for tracking housing development at the municipal 
level. However, inconsistencies in how municipalities report data mean that 
findings must be interpreted with caution.

This year, we have augmented our analysis by incorporating additional data 
from the Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC), which includes more 
detailed information from the 15 inner core cities that make up the Metro 
Mayors Coalition.6 This expanded dataset provides a more accurate picture of 
housing production, but it is limited to the region’s inner core.

 MAJOR FINDINGS FROM THIS SECTION INCLUDE: 

 ` Greater Boston has some of the oldest housing in the nation.

 ` Construction costs remain elevated post-pandemic, and many permitted 
projects are going unfinished.

 ` Production increased throughout the 2010s but has declined over the past 
couple of years.

 ` A small subset of inner core cities is producing most of the region’s new 
housing, although production slowed in 2023.

 ` Rental and homeowner vacancy rates in Greater Boston remain among the 
lowest nationwide.

2
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Greater Boston has some of the oldest 
housing in the nation. 
This region’s housing stock is among the oldest in the nation, with over 30 
percent of the area’s housing units built before 1940. This share is higher 
than in any of the 10 most populous metro areas in the United States. Other 
major U.S. cities like Philadelphia and San Francisco (not included in figure) 
experienced substantial growth before the 20th century, but nonetheless have 
housing stocks largely built during the second half of the 20th century, and 
don’t rely on pre-WWII housing stock to the same extent that Boston does.7 
For each of those cities, roughly 20 percent of its housing stock was built 
before 1940. 

The age of Boston’s housing stock indicates the region has not been 
producing housing at a meaningful rate after 1940. This does not bode well 
for affordability. Generally, a region’s older housing is more affordable, but the 
affordability is only realized when higher-income individuals move into newer 
units, allowing the older stock to filter down to lower-income households. 
Without sufficient production of new housing, this filtering process stalls, 
limiting overall affordability. In many inner-core communities, the housing 
stock is especially old. For example, more than half of Somerville’s housing 
was built before 1940.

AGE OF THE HOUSING STOCK
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Construction costs remain elevated post-
pandemic, and many permitted projects are 
going unfinished.
Construction cost increases leveled off in the past year, after spiking during 
the height of the pandemic. As of August 2024, they remain elevated at about 
37 percent higher than pre-pandemic levels. Additionally, high borrowing 
costs compound the challenge for homebuilders, though recent reductions in 
interest rates could signal a gradual easing of costs in the coming months and 
years.

These data are national, as the market for construction materials functions 
mostly on a national level. But specific to Greater Boston, we have reason to 
believe that other barriers to development, such as permitting delays, design 
fees, and legal costs, are even more pronounced than in many other parts of 
the country. The costs associated with materials, financing, and regulatory 
hurdles combine to significantly slow housing production in our region, and 
even when housing is built, high costs make it increasingly difficult to deliver 
units that are affordable to low- and moderate-income households.

CONSTRUCTION COST INCREASES HAVE LEVELED OFF, BUT 
REMAIN FAR HIGHER THAN PRE-PANDEMIC.
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One consequence of these rising building costs is the growing number of 
housing units permitted to get built but not yet under construction. (Note: 
This graphic represents data for the entire Northeast region due to limitations 
in local data, but a March 2024 report by the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston 
cites 23,000 units stalled in the pipeline in the City of Boston alone as of 
July 25, 2023.8) While the number of units authorized but not started has 
decreased from a peak of 41,000 in April 2022, it remains high, standing at 
34,000 units as of September 2023—still well above the March 2020 level of 
about 16,000 units. High material and borrowing costs continue to contribute 
to these delays, as developers struggle to balance construction budgets with 
projected revenues, making it difficult to move forward with new projects.

LARGE NUMBERS OF PERMITTED PROJECTS REMAIN ON HOLD 
DUE TO HIGH CONSTRUCTION AND BORROWING COSTS.
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Production increased throughout the 2010s 
but has declined over the past couple of years. 
The most reliable way to track new housing construction is by counting new 
housing permits issued. (This measure is imperfect, though. As we’ve seen, 
many permitted projects have remained unbuilt in recent years due to rising 
costs.) The Building Permit Survey estimates reveal that, over the long term, 
the state of Massachusetts has settled into a pattern of significantly lower 
housing production compared to the levels seen in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Even in high-production years, housing output now falls short of what was 
achieved during earlier peak periods. While there was a modest increase in 
construction during the 2010s, the last couple of years have seen another 
slowdown.

Focusing next on the last 50 years and just for Greater Boston, we see an 
increase in multifamily housing production (in buildings with 5+ units), 
although total production during any of these years remains lower than we 
saw in the 1970s and late 1980s. While single-family housing permits have 
steadily declined, larger multifamily projects have become a more prominent 
feature of the region’s housing landscape. And despite the increase in large 
multifamily developments, the production of “missing middle” housing—
smaller duplex projects or multifamily projects with three to four units—
remains very low.

THE PRODUCTION UPTICK DURING THE 2010S STILL LEAVES 
MASSACHUSETTS FAR BELOW HISTORIC LEVELS.
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While we don’t yet have local 2024 data on permitting, early signs suggest 
that multifamily housing production is continuing to slow, as many experts 
had predicted. Nationally, permits for buildings with five or more units were 
down 22 percent as of August 2024, compared to the same period in 2023, 
according to the latest U.S. Census report on new residential construction. 
While regional data on multifamily permitting for the Northeast isn’t yet 
available, overall permitting trends appear to show a similar decline.9 

Though sale volume of newly constructed homes can be affected by a 
multitude of factors including prices or interest rates, sales can still offer a 
useful proxy for measuring housing production, especially in regions like 
Greater Boston where homeowner vacancy rates are extremely low. The 
graph below, based on Zillow estimates, illustrates the trends in new home 
sales from January 2018 through April 2024, with each region’s monthly sales 
shown relative to its January 2018 levels. Since around 2021, sales have slowed 
across most regions, with Greater Boston reflecting this trend, ranking around 
the middle of the pack compared to the top 10 U.S. metro areas by population 
size. (Boston is number 11.)

GREATER BOSTON HOUSING PRODUCTION BY TYPE
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A small subset of inner core cities is 
producing most of the region’s new housing, 
although production slowed in 2023.
While data from the Building Permit Survey are the best we have for 
analyzing production across Greater Boston over time, the dataset has many 
flaws, and in some cases, levels reported for individual municipalities are 
downright inaccurate. (For more on these data concerns, please see our 
detailed discussion in the Supply section of the 2023 Greater Boston Housing 
Report Card.) For this reason, here we supplement our analysis of building 
permits with better administrative data collected by the Metropolitan Area 
Planning Council directly from the 15 inner core cities that make up the 
Metropolitan Mayors Coalition (MMC).10

SALES OF NEWLY CONSTRUCTED HOMES ARE DOWN OVER THE 
LAST THREE YEARS.
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Through 2021, the combined MMC cities had been permitting around 
7,000 new housing units per year, reflecting a steady commitment to 
increasing housing supply in the region. Interestingly, this subset of just 
15 communities was producing approximately the same number of new 
homes as the remaining 132 cities and towns in Greater Boston combined 
(using rough estimates from the BPS for the remaining 132). And in 2022, 
MMC communities actually outperformed the rest of the region by a sizeable 
margin, permitting a peak of 11,584 units. However, this momentum did 
not carry into the following year. In 2023, housing permits within the MMC 
dropped by more than 40 percent, with just 6,733 units permitted, in tandem 
with the broader slowdown in multifamily housing construction nationwide. 
This local fall in permitting puts 2023 numbers back in line with what they had 
been in the years preceding 2022.

A substantial portion of the 2023 decline can be traced to a sharp slowdown in 
the city of Boston, where new construction approvals plummeted. In Boston, 
the number of multifamily housing permits dropped from 3,992 units during 
a relative peak year in 2022 to just 1,878 units in 2023, a decrease of more than 
50 percent.

PERMITTING ACTIVITY, METRO MAYORS COALITION V. REST OF 
GREATER BOSTON
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When we look more closely at individual municipalities within the MMC, we 
observe significant variation in permitting activity. Boston, as expected, stands 
out due to its size, but a detailed comparison of three-year periods reveals that 
permitting in Boston proper has gradually declined. In contrast, smaller cities 
like Everett and Revere have been top performers relative to their existing 
housing stock, consistently outpacing other municipalities in terms of new 
housing production. At the other end, Arlington, Melrose, and Winthrop have 
maintained relatively low levels of housing production. 

METRO MAYORS COALITION PERMITTING BY MUNICIPALITY.
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It’s also worth noting that over the past nine years, the vast majority (86 
percent) of new housing built in these 15 cities has come from just the top six 
producers—Boston, Revere, Quincy, Cambridge, Everett, and Somerville. This 
concentration of development highlights the critical role these core cities 
play in shaping the region’s housing landscape, with most new units being 
produced in a handful of high-performing areas.

As highlighted in previous editions of the Greater Boston Housing Report 
Card, the Metro Mayors Coalition has acknowledged the need to build 
significantly more housing to sustain the urban core’s growth. Reflecting this 
urgency, they set a target of permitting 185,000 new units between 2015 and 
2030—an average of just over 12,000 units per year. Despite recent increases in 
housing production, these 15 cities have collectively permitted only about 63 
percent of the units required to stay on pace for their 2030 goal.

METRO MAYORS COALITION IS NOT ON PACE TO MEET 2030 
PRODUCTION GOAL OF 185,000 NEW UNITS.
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This target is particularly ambitious given that it applies to only a subset of 
15 cities, while the Healey-Driscoll administration’s statewide goal is to create 
200,000 new housing units by 2030. If we consider 2023 as the starting year 
for this statewide effort, Massachusetts would need to produce approximately 
25,000 units annually to meet the goal. However, in 2023, the state permitted 
only 13,200 units—well below the target.

Although both goals are currently behind schedule, the Metro Mayors 
communities have made more progress, particularly toward a more ambitious 
target. A key factor in their partial success has been the emphasis on 
multifamily housing, with most new units produced over the past nine years 
coming from new apartment construction, especially those with 20 or more 
units. In contrast, the continued focus on building large single-family homes 
in suburban areas hinders the state’s ability to meet its broader housing needs 
at scale.

METRO CORE COMMUNITIES AND STREETCAR SUBURBS HAVE 
PERMITTED FAR MORE MULTIFAMILY HOUSING.
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Rental and homeowner vacancy rates in 
Greater Boston remain among the lowest 
nationwide.
While the other supply-side metrics in this section describe the overall 
housing stock and measures of production, vacancy rates help us assess how 
effectively supply is meeting demand. Based on the data here paired with 
numerous reports over the past year highlighting the difficulties in finding 
available rental or ownership options, it is clear that demand continues to 
outpace supply in the Boston area.

For years now, Greater Boston has had some of the lowest rental vacancy rates 
among major U.S. metro areas, and in 2023, while many other cities saw their 
rates go up, our rental vacancy rate remained extremely low at 2.5 percent. 
This stagnation contrasts with cities like Houston, Dallas, Phoenix, and 
Philadelphia, where vacancy rates have risen since 2021 or 2022. While cities 
like Houston, Dallas, and Phoenix aren’t directly comparable to Boston due to 
their greater availability of land for new development, Philadelphia provides a 
more relevant point of comparison, and it also saw an increase in 2023.

RENTAL VACANCY RATES REMAIN EXTREMELY LOW.
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HOMEOWNER VACANCY RATES REMAIN EXTREMELY LOW.

Meanwhile, homeowner vacancy rates in Greater Boston have increased 
modestly since 2020 but have generally remained low—and among the 
lowest of the major metro areas, with only Washington, D.C. and Chicago 
having tighter vacancy numbers. 

The data presented here reflect figures through the fourth quarter of 2023, 
as reported by the U.S. Census Bureau’s Housing Vacancy Survey. Although 
more real-time metrics are available from private sources like BostonPads.
com, the accuracy and methodology of such sources can vary widely. The 
Census surveys a representative sample of the housing stock, which means 
its estimates are more comprehensive, but they are released quarterly and 
with a lag. BostonPads.com, on the other hand, reports vacancies based on 
the properties listed on its platform, allowing for consistent real-time metrics. 
While we should take its point estimates with caution, the trends it reports 
can offer insights into more recent shifts in vacancy rates. According to its 
early 2024 data, it appears that rental vacancies are slightly higher compared 
to the same time in 2023, offering some modest good news.11

http://BostonPads.com
http://BostonPads.com
http://BostonPads.com
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Rents and home prices in Greater Boston have 
climbed steadily for years, driven by a strong economy 
paired with constrained housing supply. 

After a brief lull in 2023, the for-sale market has seen renewed price increases 
through most of 2024. However, with interest rates beginning to decline, the 
dynamics of the housing market could shift in the near future. Median rents 
increased alongside home prices for several years, although they’ve leveled off, 
or even dipped slightly, during the first three quarters of 2024.

The continued rise in prices has increased the strain on households’ capacity 
to afford housing in Greater Boston. High home prices and high interest 
rates have increased the amount of cash needed for a down payment, while 
unrelentingly high rents have made it increasingly tough for would-be first-
time homebuyers to save.

This section examines both the sales and rental markets, exploring 
affordability through the lens of household capacity to afford increasing prices. 
It also considers recent market trends that have helped drive up sale prices, 
while observing a few indicators that suggest a shifting housing market.

 MAJOR FINDINGS FROM THIS SECTION INCLUDE: 

 ` For-sale increases have outpaced rent increases, as rents have leveled off in 
2024.

 ` Home values continue to climb, and median sales prices are now surpassing 
$1 million in 35 Greater Boston municipalities. 

 ` Sales activity remains depressed, although there are recent signs of a 
modest uptick in activity. 

 ` High prices and high mortgage rates have combined to push 
homeownership further out of reach.

 ` Homeownership among young adults has declined, likely a result of 
worsening affordability.

 ` Despite slowing growth, rents in Greater Boston remain among the highest 
in the country.

 ` Families need to earn over $110,000 to “afford” a median two-bedroom 
apartment in Greater Boston.

 ` Housing cost burdens, especially for renters, remain historically high.

3 PRICES, RENTS, & AFFORDABILITY
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For-sale increases have outpaced rent 
increases, as rents have leveled off in 2024. 
Over the past decade, both home values and rents in Greater Boston have 
risen significantly, making housing more expensive for everyone. However, 
typical home values have increased at a faster pace than typical rents. While 
observed rents have grown by 47 percent since 2015, according to Zillow 
estimates, home values have surged by 86 percent. This widening gap, 
combined with higher mortgage rates and declining inventory, has made 
homeownership an increasingly expensive proposition across the region.

After the pandemic, both sales prices and rents saw rapid increases. However, 
in recent months sales prices have continued to trend upward while average 
rents have held constant. While related, the sales market and rental market 
are each unique in their underlying conditions, trends, and the roles they play 
in providing market-rate housing. The rest of this section will consider each 
individually.

HOME VALUES HAVE OUTPACED RENT PRICES, THOUGH BOTH 
ARE UP SIGNIFICANTLY SINCE 2015.



3. P
R

IC
E

S, R
E

N
TS, &

 A
FFO

R
D

A
B

ILITY

36

Home values continue to climb, and median 
sales prices are now surpassing $1 million in 
35 Greater Boston municipalities.
Home values in Greater Boston have continued to rise across market 
segments throughout 2024. According to the Zillow Home Value Index (ZHVI), 
home values in the middle tier—representing homes between the 35th and 
65th percentile—have risen by more than $200,000 since 2020.

Home values at the lower end of the market (5th through 35th percentile), 
have also seen substantial increases, now approaching $500,000. This reflects 
a housing market where even entry-level homes are becoming further and 
further out of reach for many prospective buyers. The top tier of the market, 
encompassing homes in the 65th to 95th percentile, has experienced the 
sharpest rise, with typical home values approaching $1.1 million.

While the Zillow Home Value Index is a useful metric for understanding the 
value of all homes over time, it does not give us a sense of recent sale prices, 
which tend to be higher than values of all homes in a given geography. 
To focus on sale prices, then, we turn to data from The Warren Group. It 
estimates that the median single-family sales price across Greater Boston was 
$795,000, as of August 2024. While down from the June peak of $835,000, this 
is still a record high for August.

HOME VALUES CONTINUE TO RISE AT ALL PRICE POINTS.
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At the municipal level, 35 of the region’s 146 municipalities had a median 
single-family home price above $1 million through the first six months of 
2024 (we look at multiple months of data for municipal estimates, due to 
smaller total sales volumes). Median sale prices in four municipalities—
Brookline, Cambridge, Wellesley, and Weston—surpassed $2 million in the 
same timeframe. Meanwhile, median sales prices remain lowest in Gateway 
Cities like Brockton, Chelsea, Lawrence, and Lowell, as well as in a few rural 
areas where median prices are still below $500,000. Despite these regional 
variations, home prices have been on the rise across the entire region, further 
constraining affordability and making it more difficult for prospective first-
time homebuyers. 

IN THE FIRST SIX MONTHS OF 2024, 35 GREATER BOSTON 
MUNICIPALITIES HAD A MEDIAN SINGLE-FAMILY SALE PRICE 
ABOVE $1 MILLION.
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Sales activity remains depressed, although 
there are recent signs of a modest uptick in 
activity. 
As the Federal Reserve began raising interest rates in 2021 to combat inflation, 
some speculated that sale prices might start falling as higher mortgage rates 
would squeeze would-be buyers and thus reduce demand. What happened 
instead was that any decline in demand was negated by a simultaneous 
decline in supply, as fewer homes went up for sale. Essentially, would-be 
sellers were scared away because if they swapped houses, they would lose 
their previous low-interest mortgage and be forced to purchase at the new 
higher interest rate. This phenomenon of “interest rate lock” resulted in a 
somewhat stuck housing market.

One way to illustrate the decline in activity is to look at transaction volumes. 
In 2023, there was a significant drop in activity, with single-family and condo 
transactions down by 22 percent compared to the previous year. This trend 
has continued into 2024, with sales volumes through August closely mirroring 
2023’s levels.

CUMULATIVE HOME SALES REMAIN DEPRESSED.
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While it’s possible that the decline in sales volumes could be driven by 
declining buyer demand, other indicators of market activity clearly point to 
supply constraints as well. Since at least 2016, for instance, and accelerating 
during the pandemic, both the number of active listings and the median 
days on the market began to decline. The rate of decline then stabilized 
in 2022, though both metrics remain below pre-pandemic levels. Coupled 
with consistently low transaction activity, these indicators point to a housing 
market that continues to be tight and where the few available listings 
are quickly snapped up, pushing prices higher and raising the barrier to 
homeownership.

However, a few factors suggest that the housing market could shift in the 
near future. Lower mortgage rates might encourage current homeowners 
with favorable existing rates to consider selling, thereby increasing inventory. 
In the past year, Greater Boston already saw an uptick in the number of new 
and active listings, which are also beginning to stay on the market for longer 
durations. While still far below pre-pandemic activity, continued declines in 
mortgage rates could help partially reverse years of market inactivity.

CHANGE IN LISTINGS AND DAYS ON MARKET OVER TIME.
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High prices and high mortgage rates have 
combined to push homeownership further out 
of reach.
Increasing home prices have pushed homeownership out of reach for many 
aspiring homebuyers. But the sticker price isn’t the only factor driving up 
costs—higher mortgage rates have compounded the problem, leading to 
prohibitively high monthly payments and pushing some would-be buyers out 
of the market.

THE ANNUAL INCOME NEEDED TO AFFORD A HOME HAS 
INCREASED SIGNIFICANTLY SINCE 2021.
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To get a sense of how these dynamics have changed in a few short years, the 
analysis below models monthly ownership costs, using a set of assumptions 
adopted by researchers at the Joint Center for Housing Studies at Harvard. 
In 2021, a household needed an income of $99,315 to “afford” (spend no more 
than 30 percent of their income on) a typical bottom-tier home priced at 
$401,530, assuming a very modest 3.5 percent down payment and a 3 percent 
mortgage rate.12 By 2024, however, the price of a typical bottom-tier home 
had jumped to $493,271, and interest rates had risen to above 6 percent. As a 
result, the annual gross income required to afford the least expensive homes 
in the region with a similar down payment had skyrocketed to $160,297—a 
$61,000 jump in only three years.

The combined effect of these changes from 2021 to 2024 means that monthly 
ownership costs have increased by $1,575 for those purchasing a lower-
tier home and $2,131 for those purchasing a middle-tier home, essentially 
rendering the calculation of buying a home with a small down payment 
untenable.

PRICE INCREASES AND INTEREST RATE HIKES HAVE 
INCREASED THE IMPORTANCE OF A LARGER DOWN PAYMENT. 
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As a result, the importance of having more money up front, whether that be 
in the form of a larger down payment or an entirely cash transaction, becomes 
more pronounced when mortgage rates are high. For example, with a 6.46 
percent interest rate, a 20 percent down payment of $113,452 on a low-tier 
home would decrease the monthly payment by $917, in turn lowering the 
annual income needed to afford an entry-level home by $35,505.

This combination of record-high home prices and sharply rising mortgage 
interest rates has dramatically reduced the number of renter households that 
can afford to buy a home in the region—even at the lower end of the market. 
The impact is particularly severe for Black and Latino households, who are 
more likely to be moderate-income renters, deepening the significant racial 
and ethnic disparities that already exist in the region’s housing market.

Homeownership among young adults 
has declined, likely a result of worsening 
affordability.
Traditional measures of homeownership often rely on counting the number 
of household heads who own homes and dividing that by the total number of 
household heads, including both owners and renters. However, this method 
understates the true number of people who could potentially own homes 
or lead their own households, particularly young adults who may be living in 
alternative housing arrangements, such as with roommates or parents. These 
individuals, who might otherwise be household heads in different economic 
circumstances, are overlooked by the traditional approach.

By adjusting the definition of household heads to include all married spouses 
or unmarried partners and determining how many in this broader group own 
homes, we can gain a more accurate view of homeownership rates. Adapted 
from Census Bureau economist John Voorheis,13 this approach highlights the 
extent to which homeownership rates are lower than commonly reported. 
For young adults, the gap is about 11 percentage points lower for the adjusted 
measure than the traditional measure, and it’s about 13 percentage points 
lower for all adults. Notable too, under the adjusted measure, the gap between 
adults and young adults in 1960 was about 3 percentage points. But by 2022 
this has expanded to more than 25.

https://x.com/john_voorheis/status/1715382561919107209
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This decline underscores the increasing barriers young adults face buying 
homes in Greater Boston. Limited availability of affordable housing, coupled 
with challenges in securing appropriate financing, means many young adults 
are unable to transition into homeownership. Additionally, young adults 
are increasingly likely to live with their parents or share housing with other 
couples, leading them to be counted as part of a single household. Many also 
remain in rental housing longer, unable to break into the market due to the 
shortage of affordable starter homes.

HOMEOWNERSHIP RATE AMONG YOUNG ADULTS HAS 
DECLINED SIGNIFICANTLY IN MASSACHUSETTS SINCE 1960.
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Despite slowing growth, rents in Greater 
Boston remain among the highest in the 
country.
As of September 2024, Greater Boston ranks third in the nation for the 
highest median rent for two-bedroom apartments. It’s important to note 
that rent prices can be measured in many ways, and different segments of 
the market—such as smaller studios versus larger family-sized units—can 
show varied trends. For the purposes of this analysis, we focused on median 
two-bedroom rents from Apartment List to provide a general sense of what’s 
happening in the middle of the market. The median rent on new leases in 
Greater Boston was approximately $2,369 in September 2024, marking a 
modest $58 increase compared to one year ago.

While marginally reassuring, this modest growth for 2024 comes on top of 
many years of increases followed by a dramatic spike in 2021. In fact, the rate 
of increase between 2020 and 2022 was so pronounced that cumulatively the 
median rent for a two-bedroom has risen by over 37 percent over the past four 
years. 

GREATER BOSTON HAS THE THIRD HIGHEST MEDIAN TWO-
BEDROOM RENT.



45

The rent estimates provided here encompass the entire Boston Metropolitan 
Statistical Area, which includes regions in Southern New Hampshire, where 
rents are generally lower. This inclusion tends to pull down the overall median 
rent estimates slightly.

Most Greater Boston municipalities also saw median rents increase more 
gradually over the two-year period from 2022 to 2024 compared to the 
sharp increases observed from 2020 to 2022. For example, Apartment List 
estimates that the median rent for a two-bedroom apartment in the city of 
Boston increased by $448 between September 2020 and September 2022 yet 
increased by only $69 in the two years since. A similar pattern can be seen in 
all municipalities for which data are available, including at the regional level 
where the increase between September 2020 and September 2022 was $422 
compared to just $88 in the last two years. Further, most of the rent increases 
seen during this second two-year period occurred from 2022 to 2023, with 
rents increasing little or none through September of 2024.

FOR MANY GREATER BOSTON MUNICIPALITIES, RENTS 
INCREASED AT A SLOWER RATE IN THE LAST TWO YEARS 
THAN THEY DID BETWEEN 2020 AND 2022.
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Families need to earn over $110,000 to 
“afford” a median two-bedroom apartment in 
Greater Boston.
Renting an apartment in Greater Boston remains a financial burden for many 
low- and moderate-income households. To better understand these dynamics, 
we looked at the typical costs of renting in the region and compared these to 
the wages earned by workers in the 20 most common occupations in Greater 
Boston.

The numbers tell a sobering story. A median two-bedroom apartment, 
including average utility costs, runs around $2,773 per month, or $33,276 
annually. To afford this without spending more than 30 percent of their 
income on housing, a household would need to earn over $110,000 per year. 
Notably, this is higher than the $96,863 median household income for Greater 
Boston in 2022. In addition, many households earn far less, particularly those 
in lower-wage jobs, and the 30 percent rule isn’t always a realistic target for 
them.

The 30 percent threshold for affordability is a simplified guideline, of course. 
Some families can manage to spend more on housing if they’re able to save in 
other areas, like transportation, by living in a more convenient location close 
to work or school. While rents might be higher in these areas, the ability to cut 
down on commuting costs can make those higher rents more manageable.

ESTIMATED INCOME NECESSARY TO AVOID SPENDING MORE 
THAN 30% ON HOUSING COSTS.
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OUT OF THE TWENTY MOST COMMON OCCUPATIONS IN 
GREATER BOSTON, FEW EARN ENOUGH TO AFFORD A MEDIAN 
TWO-BEDROOM APARTMENT IN GREATER BOSTON.
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Furthermore, our calculations focus on median rents, meaning half of all two-
bedroom apartments are available for less than the $2,773 figure. But lower 
rent prices often come with trade-offs—these units tend to be in less desirable 
areas with fewer amenities, or they may be of lower quality, which can push 
up other costs like transportation or maintenance.

When we compare wages, the gap between housing costs and income 
becomes stark. Of the 20 most common occupations in the region, only four 
offer median salaries that exceed the $110,920 needed to “afford” a median 
two-bedroom apartment. Thirteen of these jobs pay less than $60,000 per 
year. For most workers in these lower-paying professions, even combining two 
incomes wouldn’t be enough to afford the median rent without stretching far 
beyond the 30 percent benchmark.

Housing cost burdens, especially for renters, 
remain historically high.
Overall, the percentage of renters who are cost-burdened eclipsed 50 percent 
in 2023. When we break out renters by income band, we find large and steady 
increases in cost burden across nearly all low- and moderate-income renter 
households over the last two decades. From 2005 through roughly 2017, there 
were gradual increases in the share of renter households spending more than 
30 percent of their income on rent, with increases accelerating for all groups 
from roughly 2017 to 2022. Although there wasn’t a noticeable increase from 
2022 to 2023, cost burden shares remained elevated across the region. 

Cost burden rates are especially high for those earning below $75,000 a year. 
As of 2023, more than 75 percent of households earning less than $75,000 
were spending more than 30 percent of their income on rent.

There are also significant racial disparities within both homeowner and 
renter rates of cost burden, with Black and Latino households as much as 
19 percentage points more likely to be cost-burdened than White and Asian 
households in both categories. 59 percent of Black renter households and 
55 percent of Latino renter households spend more than 30 percent of their 
income on housing.
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HALF OF ALL RENTERS ARE COST-BURDENED AS RACIAL 
DISPARITIES PERSIST FOR BOTH HOMEOWNERS AND RENTERS. 

LARGE SHARES OF LOW- AND MODERATE-INCOME RENTER 
HOUSEHOLDS REMAIN COST BURDENED.
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SUBSIDIZED HOUSING

Earlier in this report, we analyzed trends in the 
production of market-rate housing across Greater 
Boston. It’s equally important to examine how well 
our region provides subsidized housing for those 
who are unable to afford housing through the private 
market. 

This is because even if we made dramatic progress in moderating market-rate 
housing costs, common circumstances like disability, old age, unemployment, 
underemployment, or low-wage work would lead many families to need some 
public support to pay for decent housing.

So here, we turn our attention to subsidized housing—various types of rental 
units designated for low- and moderate-income families, with rents set below 
market rates. And this year we are fortunate to have access to significantly 
improved data, thanks to the efforts of Housing Navigator Massachusetts, a 
unique nonprofit that has developed an online search tool for Massachusetts 
residents seeking subsidized housing. Through the process of collecting 
property-level information for its search tool, Housing Navigator built a 
new dataset that provides a more comprehensive and accurate picture of 
the current stock of subsidized rental units across the region. It also allows 
comparisons across municipalities and for more granular analysis of the types 
of subsidized units being offered. 

 KEY FINDINGS FROM THIS SECTION INCLUDE: 

 ` Metro Core Communities provide far more subsidized housing than any 
other community type.

 ` Suburbs are far more likely to restrict their subsidized rental housing to 
seniors only.

 ` Nearly half of all subsidized rentals in Greater Boston are one-bedrooms or 
smaller.

 ` Roughly two-thirds of Greater Boston’s subsidized housing is rented at a 
fixed percentage of household income, usually 30 percent. 

 ` The state’s Subsidized Housing Inventory counts many units that are not 
actually restricted for low- or moderate-income families.

4
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Metro Core Communities provide more 
subsidized housing than any other 
community type.
Whether measured in raw numbers or as a proportion of total housing stock, 
Metro Core Communities provide significantly more subsidized rental units 
than any other community type. In this context, “subsidized housing” refers to 
various types of rental units restricted to low- and moderate-income families, 
with rents set below market rates (e.g., public housing, inclusionary zoning 
units, and privately-developed subsidized housing supported by public funds). 
In contrast, subsidized rentals are notably scarce in all suburban community 
types, with less than 4 percent of the housing stock in developing suburbs 
being subsidized. It is important to note that this analysis focuses solely on 
subsidized rentals, as data on subsidized homeownership units are limited. 
However, given that subsidized homeownership units are far less common, 
their inclusion would likely not alter the comparison across community types.

SUBSIDIZED RENTALS AS A SHARE OF TOTAL HOUSING STOCK
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Town-level data on subsidized housing provision is available in the online data 
supplement to this Report Card, and below we present two charts ranking 
the top and bottom 10 municipalities. These rankings reflect data from 142 
Greater Boston municipalities with reliable estimates. The charts below reflect 
the patterns observed in our analysis of community types: Many of the top 10 
producers are located in Metro Core Communities or Regional Urban Centers, 
while nearly all of the bottom 10 are in Developing Suburbs.

TOP 10 PROVIDERS OF SUBSIDIZED RENTAL UNITS.
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BOTTOM 10 PROVIDERS OF SUBSIDIZED RENTAL UNITS.
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Suburbs are far more likely to restrict their 
subsidized rental housing to seniors only.
Subsidized housing comes in a variety of forms, and each type can either 
directly or indirectly exclude certain populations. To explore this further, we 
examine age restrictions, unit types, and income eligibility across the region’s 
subsidized housing stock. While socioeconomic status is the primary criterion 
for most subsidized housing, age is another significant factor, with many 
income-restricted units designated exclusively for seniors. It’s important 
to ensure that lower-income seniors have access to affordable housing, 
so providing age-restricted units for seniors is not inherently problematic. 
However, when overused—especially in combination with residency 
preferences—age restrictions can serve as a tool to exclude families and other 
potential residents from the community.

SUBSIDIZED RENTAL STOCK BY COMMUNITY TYPE AND AGE 
RESTRICTION

This concern is underscored by findings from a recent analysis of this same 
Housing Navigator MA dataset by Katherine Levine Einstein and Maxwell 
Palmer, researchers at Boston University. They find that cities and towns with 
higher shares of White residents tend to have a higher proportion of age-
restricted units, with the implication that racial prejudice is motivating some 
of these choices.14 Our own analysis shows a similar trend when examining 
community types: Metro Core Communities use age restrictions far less 
frequently than other types of communities. This is significant because policies 
like age restrictions and local preferences in tenant selection can undermine 
the regional goal of increasing the availability of affordable housing for those 
who need it most.
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Nearly half of all subsidized rentals in Greater 
Boston are one-bedrooms or smaller.
Due to data limitations, our analysis of subsidized housing by unit type 
compares Greater Boston (defined as the five-county region) with the broader 
Boston metropolitan statistical area (MSA), which includes parts of southern 
New Hampshire. While this comparison isn’t perfect, it does reveal significant 
differences between the mix of housing types provided by the market overall 
and the unit mix for subsidized rental housing. Subsidized rentals in Greater 
Boston are heavily skewed toward smaller units—nearly half consist of one-
bedroom units, studios, or single-room occupancy (SRO) units. In contrast, less 
than 20 percent of the overall housing stock in the Boston MSA falls into this 
category. Furthermore, 59 percent of these small, income-restricted units in 
Greater Boston are age-restricted for seniors.

Given the ongoing concern about the lack of family-friendly housing, especially 
for low- and moderate-income families, the prevalence of smaller subsidized 
units may be problematic. However, this descriptive analysis alone doesn’t 
necessarily imply that the current unit mix is entirely misaligned with demand. 
Further research is needed to understand this issue more fully. For instance, 
anecdotal evidence from Housing Navigator MA suggests there is significant 
demand for smaller units, as search queries for studios and one-bedrooms on 
their platform are notably high. Further, as we found in the Demographics and 
Economic Trends section, households in Greater Boston are aging and getting 
smaller, suggesting there may be high demand for small units. All that said, it’s 
also possible that the demand for family-sized subsidized units might be even 
greater if more of them were available in the first place. 

HOUSING STOCK BY NUMBER OF BEDROOMS
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Roughly two-thirds of Greater Boston’s 
subsidized housing is rented at a fixed 
percentage of household income, usually 30 
percent. 
Affordability levels of Greater Boston’s subsidized rental housing stock is an 
important issue since eligibility alone does not guarantee affordability for all 
families. While subsidized units generally aim to support low- and moderate-
income households, many remain out of reach for the most vulnerable. This is 
because the rent is set differently in different subsidized units, guided by the 
program under which they were created. 

Income restrictions on subsidized housing vary widely, with eligibility caps 
ranging from 30 percent to 165 percent of Area Median Income (AMI). The 
most common income restriction, however, is 80 percent of AMI, which is 
roughly $88,000 for the region.

Housing experts generally define affordability as spending no more than 30 
percent of one’s income on housing costs. So, consider, for instance, how two 
units with the same 80 percent of AMI restriction may be priced differently. 
One unit may have rent set below market based on a level that is deemed 
“affordable” for a family right at 80 percent of AMI, or roughly $2,200 a month. 
While a family earning 30 percent of AMI (roughly $33,000 a year) would be 
eligible, rent of $2,200 a month would be 80 percent of household income 
and neither affordable nor sustainable. Meanwhile, other subsidized units—
like public housing—base rent on the tenant household’s specific income, 
meaning that the monthly rent charged would be about $825 for this 30 
percent AMI household, making it actually affordable.

We unfortunately do not have data on actual rent levels for all subsidized units 
in Greater Boston, so we instead use “rent based on income” as the best proxy 
for housing that is truly affordable to the lowest-income households.

And we find that in Greater Boston, 68 percent of income-restricted units 
are priced based on tenants’ incomes, providing a more flexible level of 
affordability. This proportion does not vary significantly by community type, 
with 61 percent in Maturing Suburbs and 74 percent in Streetcar Suburbs 
following this model.
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The state’s Subsidized Housing Inventory 
counts many units that are not actually 
restricted for low- or moderate-income 
families.
Data on the region’s subsidized housing stock has long been inconsistent, 
with various sources omitting certain types of units. In Massachusetts, the 
most-referenced estimate has long been the Subsidized Housing Inventory 
(SHI), largely because it is published by the state and serves as the official 
measure for guiding important policies, such as the implementation of 
Chapter 40B.

The SHI includes a wide range of units, both rental and owner-occupied, and 
reflects diverse eligibility criteria and affordability levels. However, there are 
several ways in which the SHI overstates the availability of below-market-rate 
housing: 1) it counts market-rate units in many mixed-income developments,15 
and 2) it is not updated regularly, meaning that permitted but unbuilt projects 
may remain in the counts for years, while units with expired deed restrictions 
are not consistently removed.

SUBSIDIZED RENTAL STOCK BY COMMUNITY TYPE AND RENT 
TYPE
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Accurately quantifying the stock of subsidized or income-restricted housing 
is challenging, and the method of counting can have significant policy 
implications. With better (though still imperfect) estimates from Housing 
Navigator MA, we now have a clearer understanding of where the SHI falls 
short. In work presented with Housing Navigator MA in January 2024, we 
calculated the number of income-restricted units designated for households 
earning 80 percent of Area Median Income (AMI) or below. Our findings show 
that the SHI overestimates the number of below-market-rate units by more 
than 33,000 units statewide.

Moreover, if market-rate units were excluded from the SHI, half of the 
municipalities that currently meet Chapter 40B’s 10 percent affordability 
threshold would fall below it.

While it’s not accurate to say the SHI data is “wrong”—after all, SHI counts 
units supported by any kind of subsidy, not just income-restricted units—the 
way it categorizes units is less intuitive when considering the goals of Chapter 
40B. Instead of offering a clear count of genuinely affordable housing in the 
region, the SHI functions as a less precise yardstick, making it difficult to 
measure progress in delivering truly affordable homes. It also overstates the 
true level of income-restricted housing production in many cities and towns.

SHI’S APPROACH OVERCOUNTS BELOW-MARKET-RATE 
HOUSING PROVISION IN MASSACHUSETTS BY OVER 33,000 
UNITS.
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MORE THAN HALF OF TOWNS ABOVE THE 40B 10% THRESHOLD 
FALL BELOW IF ONLY INCOME-RESTRICTED UNITS ARE 
COUNTED.
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INSTABILITY

In recent decades, Greater Boston’s strong economy 
has created opportunities for longtime residents and 
newcomers alike. But we haven’t built enough homes 
to meet the needs of everyone who wants to live here, 
driving up costs and contributing to higher rates 
of homelessness than in other regions with more 
affordable housing. 

Additionally, the state shelter system has been stretched to support an 
increase in immigrant arrivals, many of whom are eager to work and provide 
for their families but haven’t yet secured work permits.

So, even though Greater Boston is a relatively wealthy region, it also has high 
rates of housing instability—situations in which people are already homeless 
or are in the process of losing their housing through either eviction or 
foreclosure. Housing instability creates all forms of stress and uncertainty that 
can upend lives in profound ways. Since many forms of housing instability are 
hard to quantify (e.g., doubling up with friends or extended family) this section 
simply offers a brief overview of the issue.

Since 2021, evictions and foreclosures have remained stable in Greater Boston, 
despite concerns during and immediately after the pandemic that cases 
could rise rapidly. Instead, attention on housing instability has shifted to the 
region’s growing homeless population and, from a policy perspective, the 
capacity of the state’s shelter system to handle it.16

 KEY FINDINGS FROM THIS SECTION INCLUDE: 

 ` After an initial increase in 2022, eviction rates have stabilized and remain 
lower than in other parts of the state and country.

 ` Foreclosure filings remain relatively low in Massachusetts.

 ` Homelessness is high and rising in Greater Boston, but unsheltered rates 
remain some of the lowest nationwide.

 ` The number of families in the shelter system has more than doubled since 
2022.

 ` Black and Latino residents experience homelessness at a far higher rate 
than their White and Asian counterparts.

5
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After an initial increase in 2022, eviction rates 
have stabilized and remain lower than in 
other parts of the state and country.
The number of eviction filings for nonpayment of rent in Greater Boston has 
stabilized at around approximately 1,500 per month, with 1,322 nonpayment 
filings in September of 2024. Nonpayment is the most common type of 
eviction filing, though others such as “no-fault” and “just cause” have also 
seen little to no change at the regional level.17 This puts the eviction filing rate 
for Greater Boston at a comparable level to pre-pandemic figures.

While there’s no uniform data nationwide on eviction filings, we can use 
data from the Eviction Lab18 to get a sense of how these rates compare to 
elsewhere. At the state level, for instance, Massachusetts has seen an increase 
in evictions since the pandemic yet continues to have a lower eviction filing 
rate than many other states. While the lack of data for all 50 states means we 
can only compare Massachusetts to a subset of states, the statewide rolling 
four-month average rate of 29 eviction filings per 10,000 rental housing units 
is among the lowest.

EVICTION FILINGS FOR NONPAYMENT OF RENT HAVE 
REMAINED STABLE FOR THE PAST TWO YEARS.
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While eviction filings remain relatively low at the regional level, there 
are ongoing concerns about the concentration of evictions in specific 
communities, and the destabilizing impact they have in these places. 
According to MHP’s Housing Stability Monitor, towns such as Randolph, 
Canton, and Bridgewater report significantly higher numbers of eviction 
filings. Concerningly, many of these municipalities with the highest eviction 
rates are also home to higher concentrations of immigrants and renters of 
color.

Massachusetts boasts some of the nation’s strongest tenant protection laws, 
and while emergency rental assistance programs were reduced or phased out 
in 2021 and 2022,19 the state’s Residential Assistance for Families in Transition 
(RAFT) continues to provide financial aid to households struggling with 
housing costs. However, with the region’s high rental prices, low vacancy rates, 
and an increasingly strained shelter system, securing suitable housing after an 
eviction has become a growing challenge in Greater Boston.

MASSACHUSETTS HAS A LOWER EVICTION FILING RATE THAN 
MOST OTHER STATES.
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Foreclosure filings remain relatively low in 
Massachusetts.
Despite trending upward after the expiration of the State Eviction and 
Foreclosure Moratorium in 2021, the number of foreclosure petitions in 
Massachusetts remains low compared to pre-pandemic and national levels.

In 2023, there were 4,823 filings in Massachusetts. While being the highest 
figure since 2019, this is still below the pre-pandemic range of 6,000 to 9,000 
filings per year and a fraction of the 17,362 filings Massachusetts experienced 
in 2009 during the height of the foreclosure crisis.20 In fact, the number of 
monthly foreclosure petitions has trended downward since March 2023 before 
increasing slightly to 434 petitions in February 2024, the latest month for 
which we have data.

In the first half of 2024, Massachusetts maintained a relatively low foreclosure 
rate compared to previous years, but ranked 17th highest in the nation. Still, it 
fared notably better than similarly expensive and densely populated coastal 
states like New Jersey (1st), Maryland (6th), and Connecticut (7th).21

FORECLOSURE PETITIONS CONTINUE UNSTEADY CLIMB 
TOWARD PRE-PANDEMIC LEVELS.
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The trend of low foreclosure rates is likely driven by rising home values and 
stricter mortgage lending protections introduced after the Great Recession. 
As home prices continue to climb, foreclosure rates tend to drop because 
homeowners gain more equity. If a homeowner faces difficulty making 
mortgage payments on a home that has appreciated in value, they can often 
sell the property and use the increased equity to cover their losses, avoiding 
foreclosure. Additionally, tighter lending standards—such as higher credit 
score requirements and stricter debt-to-income ratios22—have effectively 
reduced the risk of homebuyers being unable to afford their mortgages.

Homelessness is high and rising in Greater 
Boston, but unsheltered rates remain some of 
the lowest nationwide.
In 2023, Greater Boston’s homeless population increased to an estimated 
12,674 people, a 27 percent increase since 2022. These figures are likely an 
undercount, as they are based on a one-time count in January, a period when 
people are more likely to find temporary housing solutions to avoid the cold 
weather. 

POINT-IN-TIME COUNTS OF HOMELESSNESS.
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While regional data for 2024 is currently being processed by HUD and has 
not yet been made public, the City of Boston’s 2024 annual homeless census 
reported a 10.6 percent increase in the number of people experiencing 
homelessness since 2023.23 This local datapoint paired with the sharp increase 
in demand for state-funded shelter (discussed next) suggest strongly that 
regional rates of homelessness almost certainly increased further in the first 
several months of 2024. 

Comparing rates of homelessness across regions is difficult due to varying 
geographic boundaries used in data collection. But the best city-level 
comparisons show that the city of Boston had the second highest rate of 
homelessness among similar U.S. cities at 80.1 per 10,000 residents, surpassed 
only by New York City and in line with other cities such as Portland, Oregon 
and Los Angeles, California.24

The one silver lining for Greater Boston is that, unlike other parts of the 
country, our homeless population is predominantly sheltered, with 94 percent 
of the total homeless population sheltered in 2023. This is a significantly 
higher proportion than the national average of 60 percent. Sheltered 
homelessness includes those living in emergency shelters, transitional 
housing, or safe havens. The high rate of sheltered homelessness can be 
attributed to the state’s unique Right-to-Shelter law, which while recently 
scaled back,25 mostly prevents homeless families from becoming unsheltered.

Despite strong homelessness support systems, Greater Boston’s 
homelessness problem persists due to a fundamental shortage of affordable 
housing options. Rising housing prices continue to make it harder to afford 
rent, which in turn increases the likelihood of an individual becoming 
homeless. Without a significant change in the status quo, far too many people 
will continue to experience homelessness in Greater Boston.
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The number of families in the state’s shelter 
system has more than doubled since 2022.
In Greater Boston, 70 percent those experiencing homelessness in 2023 were 
in families. This is in sharp contrast to the national average of 28 percent,26 
a share that’s on the decline. Families receiving state-funded Emergency 
Assistance have typically been housed in state-funded shelters. However, 
capacity issues during 2022 forced the state to turn to hotels and facilities 
staffed by the National Guard to keep pace with the rise in families seeking 
shelter. Due to these ongoing capacity constraints, in 2023 the state capped 
the provision of emergency shelter to 7,500 families. 

The Right-to-Shelter policy increases the likelihood that families in need of 
support, including newly arriving immigrants, will step forward to request it. 
Massachusetts has also welcomed thousands of new arrivals27 in the past two 
years. These families come seeking opportunity but often wait six months 
to a year before they can obtain work permits. Due to the subsequent surge 
in demand, the state created a nine-month limit for families to stay in the 
emergency shelter system, starting in April 2024.

REQUESTS FOR EMERGENCY SHELTER SOARED IN 2024.



67

Black and Latino residents experience 
homelessness at a far higher rate than their 
Asian or White counterparts.
In Greater Boston, about 2 percent of Black residents experience 
homelessness, a rate far higher than that of any other group. While Black 
residents make up only 8 percent of Greater Boston’s total population, they 
account for over half of its homeless population. There was a significant spike 
in Black homelessness in 2023, with the reported rate per 10,000 people 
increasing from 134 to 197, a 47 percent increase.

Latinos also have a relatively high rate of homelessness, at 72.6 per 10,000 
people, or 0.7 percent of the Latino population. Though the rate of Latino 
homelessness has been trending downward since 2014, it increased slightly in 
each of the last two years. Remarkably, 99.97 percent of Greater Boston’s Asian 
population is housed, a figure well within the statistical margins of zero.

GREATER BOSTON’S BLACK RESIDENTS CONSISTENTLY 
EXPERIENCE FAR HIGHER RATES OF HOMELESSNESS. 
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STATE POLICY ROUND-UP

Traditionally, land use decisions in Massachusetts 
have been left to municipal governments, but 
there’s growing recognition among policymakers 
and advocates that statewide action is crucial for 
addressing our housing shortage and affordability 
challenges at scale. 

Therefore, this is the second year we’ve included a state-level policy round-
up in the Greater Boston Housing Report Card. This round-up highlights a 
few major state-level policy changes as well as some in the City of Boston, 
emphasizing policy that will affect housing production. 

The major legislative highlight of the year is the passage of the Governor’s 
Housing Bond Bill, which authorizes significant investments in housing 
production and also includes several regulatory changes, including statewide 
legalization of Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs). This legislation signals a more 
serious approach to tackling housing at the state level, though it’s critical 
that the bond bill not become a “one-and-done” effort. To make meaningful 
progress, a sustained, multiyear legislative focus on housing is essential, as no 
single bill can address all our region’s multifaceted housing challenges.

Another focus for the legislature this year has been responding to the large 
increase in immigrant families seeking stable housing through the state’s 
emergency shelter system. While the state increased funding to help increase 
shelter capacity, it also scaled back the longstanding Right-to-Shelter Law in 
several ways.

Meanwhile, implementation of the MBTA Communities law continues, with 
the second round of municipal zoning plans due by the end of 2024. We are 
also anticipating the release of a comprehensive statewide housing plan in 
2025. And we end this section with a brief note on local action in Boston, as it 
is by far the largest city in the region. Mayor Michelle Wu has restructured the 
Boston Planning and Development Agency into the Mayor’s Office of Housing, 
and her administration is working on a Squares + Streets rezoning initiative 
that has some parallels with the MBTA Communities law.

6
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Housing Bond Bill
Following a lengthy process of debate, the Governor’s Housing Bond Bill was 
signed into law on August 6, 2024. The Governor’s original proposal included 
authorization of $4.1 billion in housing investments, an amount twice as 
large as the previous version of the bond bill. Her initial filing also included 
policy proposals such as a real estate transfer fee option and legalization of 
Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) statewide.

After moving through the legislative process, the final law included an 
even higher spending authorization, at $5.16 billion. Of this, $2 billion is 
for repair, rehab, and modernization of public housing, and it encourages 
the redevelopment of commercial space into housing. The $5.16 billion 
authorization would represent the largest housing investment in state history, 
though that amount represents a ceiling on what can be spent rather than a 
specific, set amount and will depend on the bond cap. Actual spending under 
the bond bill will likely be far less than $5 billion.

The final law also does legalize ADUs statewide, such that one additional unit 
is allowed per single-family property. The Healey administration estimates 
that this will lead to the construction of between 8,000 and 10,000 units 
over the next five years. Statewide ADU legalization excludes Boston, as it’s 
the one city not subject to the state’s zoning law, but there have been local 
efforts in Boston to pass something similar. In January 2024 Boston’s Zoning 
Commission changed the zoning code in the neighborhood of Mattapan to 
allow ADUs as-of-right.

The proposed real estate transfer fee, which was in the Senate version of the 
bill but not the House’s, was not included in the final law. This provision would 
have allowed municipalities to raise extra tax revenue on home sales above $1 
million to be spent on affordable housing, but there were concerns about how 
it could reduce future housing construction and increase individual tax bills. 

There are a variety of other policy changes in the Housing Bond Bill, and this 
summary doesn’t pretend to include them all. A few other notable changes 
are:

 ` Creation of a state Office of Fair Housing and a state Fair Housing Trust 
Fund

 ` Introduction of eviction sealing in Massachusetts

 ` Creation of a Supportive Housing Pool Fund

 ` Creation of two Special Commissions that will advise and inform the 
state on housing policy (Housing Advisory Council, Unlocking Housing 
Production)
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Shelter Crisis
Since 1983, the state of Massachusetts has provided families and pregnant 
women with “Right-to-Shelter,” meaning that the state will provide some form 
of emergency shelter to all families experiencing homelessness. (This law does 
not apply to cases of individual homelessness and, according to news reports, 
individual homelessness has been rising.)

The Right-to-Shelter law, however, has been heavily tested in the last couple 
of years, as the state struggles to find ways to address the needs of increasing 
numbers of newly arrived immigrant families seeking assistance from the 
state’s emergency shelter system. In fall of 2023, the emergency shelter 
system reached the state’s self-reported maximum capacity of 7,500 families, 
and since then the state has made dramatic changes to the assistance it 
guarantees:

 ` In April of 2024, the state limited shelter stays to nine months. According to 
news reports citing EOHLC, the average length of stay in a shelter had been 
about 16 months.

 ` The legislature amended the right to shelter so that it is now subject 
to appropriation, or in other words, subject to the state’s ability to fund 
services.

 ` As of August 2024, the system now prioritizes people who become 
unhoused following no-fault evictions or disaster, and families with 
veterans. Advocates argue that these new rules deprioritize the many 
international migrants who have recently sought shelter. 

 ` As of July 2024, the state placed a five-day cap on length of stay in overflow 
shelters.

MBTA Communities Implementation
Implementation of the MBTA Communities law continued to be a focus in 
2024, with the second round of municipal zoning plans due by the end of the 
calendar year. MBTA Communities was enacted in 2021, and it aims to address 
the state’s housing shortage by requiring towns to devise and adopt zoning 
districts near valuable transit stations where multifamily housing construction 
is legal. The policy is a hybrid of state and local action as it’s a state-mandated 
requirement but with local cities and towns doing the implementation. Local 
governments have significant discretion, provided they meet unit capacity 
targets and a few key parameters, such as zoned area minimums, housing 
suitability for families, and no age restrictions. 

https://commonwealthbeacon.org/opinion/amid-shelter-crisis-dont-forget-about-individual-homelessness/
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MBTA COMMUNITIES COMPLIANCE TRACKER MAP
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While implementation has sparked some intense local debates, as of early 
October 2024, 78 municipalities have adopted zoning in order to comply 
with the state law. Several others, though, have rejected proposed plans and 
appear intent on not complying by their deadlines. Of note is a court case 
filed by the town of Milton challenging the constitutionality of the MBTA 
Communities law. The State’s Supreme Judicial Court heard the case October 
7 and a decision is likely to come down sometime this fall. The particulars of 
the court’s decision will likely shape the direction of many local plans in the 
weeks and months immediately following.

The jury is still out as to whether MBTA Communities will result in a 
substantial increase in housing production. Municipalities that want to comply 
while minimizing new housing construction are drawing districts around 
pre-existing multifamily housing or including provisions like high minimum 
parking requirements and high inclusionary zoning requirements to make 
new projects less economically feasible. But the law has successfully activated 
local housing conversations, pushing many municipalities to revisit outdated 
zoning regulations amid the state’s worsening housing crisis. Further, the law 
has already provided a catalyst for some pre-existing local planning efforts to 
finally get completed on quicker timelines.

EOHLC Statewide Housing Plan 
Governor Healey has tasked the newly formed Executive Office of Housing 
and Livable Communities (EOHLC) with developing a five-year housing 
plan, which will be the state’s first in over 40 years. This plan is anticipated 
to be released in 2025 and aims to uncover strategies to increase housing 
production in the Commonwealth. In April 2024, EOHLC kicked off a series of 
regional listening sessions to gather input from local communities to inform 
the plan. And the Governor is convening two separate committees to support 
the plan’s development, a Housing Advisory Council and a Commission on 
Unlocking Housing Production. The project hopes to develop a housing 
production target and set up indicators that the state can use regularly 
to better track housing production. It’s not clear that there will be any 
substantive policy proposals resulting from the housing plan, but in terms of 
tracking state-level housing policy, we might expect the result of this effort to 
provide some clues about housing priorities and strategy through 2030.

https://mbtacommunities.bostonindicators.org/tracker-map/
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Housing Efforts in Boston
While this section focuses on state-level policy change, 
we close by noting two housing-related developments in 
Boston, as it’s by far the largest city in the region. 

First, while the MBTA Communities law does not apply to the Boston, the 
City is developing its own local policy that shares some commonalities. The 
Squares + Streets Initiative aims to rezone areas near major transit hubs to 
allow for development of multifamily housing, small businesses, public space, 
and arts and culture. A simplified zoning code was codified into city law April 
17, 2024, and the City has outlined 18 areas in which it hopes to apply the 
new code. While this approach appears helpful for spurring more housing 
development in these transit-rich neighborhoods, there’s concern that it 
doesn’t go far enough. These 18 areas are generally larger chunks of space 
than those found in MBTA Communities, suggesting more physical space for 
the policy to have impact, but unlike MBTA Communities, there is no minimal 
requirement to what allowances these districts should have, which can leave 
opportunity for the new change to be less effective. Abundant Housing MA 
estimates Squares + Streets could generate about 10,000 new housing units 
for Boston. 

Also of note is that Mayor Wu’s administration recently completed the process 
of restructuring the Boston Planning and Development Agency (BPDA). July 
1, 2024 marked the first official day of the new planning department within 
the Mayor’s Office of Housing, which took over many BPDA functions and 
absorbed much of BDPA’s staff. A much smaller version of BPDA will continue 
to exist as a separate agency, continuing to oversee large developments. 
The move into the City’s planning department, however, means that many 
formerly BPDA functions and associated budgets are no longer housed within 
a quasi-public office, but instead will be subject to City review, as with all 
other departments in the Mayor’s office. It remains to be seen what tangible 
impact these process changes will have on housing production and planning 
for Boston. According to the Mayor’s office, this new change aims to allow for 
better coordination of city planning and help engage in reform of Boston’s 
zoning code and the Article 80 process, a review process for projects that are 
at least 20,000 square feet that is currently underway.
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OPPORTUNITY 
OR OBSTACLE? 

The Use of Public Land to Build  
(and Block) Affordable Housing

Part II

Pictured: Nubian Square in Boston (via Apple Maps)
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INTRODUCTION

Greater Boston is in the midst of a housing crisis. 
The average single-family home in the region costs 
nearly $800,000.28 Building new housing—especially 
affordable housing—is prohibitively expensive as a 
consequence of a wide range of factors including local 
regulatory barriers and rising construction costs.29 

Policymakers statewide and nationally are weighing a 
variety of proposals that might bring down the costs of 
housing development and increase the housing supply. 

Multiple states have passed laws requiring local governments to streamline 
local permitting processes. The Harris-Walz housing plan calls for regulatory 
reform that would ease the construction process for millions of new housing 
units.30

To further subsidize the development of more housing, advocates and 
policymakers have also pushed to use public land as a site of new housing 
units. In many communities, federal, state, and local governments own a 
sizable chunk of property, much of it vacant or underused. In some places, the 
government is the biggest single landowner. A bipartisan set of policymakers 
and advocates across the United States have long seen this underused 
publicly owned land as an untapped resource that might help the nation 
redress its pressing housing affordability crisis. Indeed, both President 
Biden’s housing plan and the Republican National Committee’s platform call 
for the sale of federal lands to affordable housing developers, though they 
differ in which types of lands should be made available for development.31 

Massachusetts’ Affordable Homes Act, passed in summer 2024, requires the 
Commissioner of the Division of Capital Asset Management and Maintenance 
to examine the inventory of Commonwealth-owned land and identify land 
appropriate for affordable housing development.
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Local leaders are also stepping up to identify opportunities in their own cities 
and towns. In 2022, Mayor Michelle Wu of Boston spurred a citywide audit of 
public land. In its published report, “Public Land for Public Good: Citywide 
Land Audit,” the city identified 9.5 million square feet (around 220 acres) of 
potentially underutilized land.32 Two of the three goals the city has for this land 
are the production of affordable and transitional housing. The city currently 
has six large properties that it is attempting to repurpose into housing.33 

Multiple other communities regionally are similarly exploring using public 
land as a site of affordable housing.

The special topic of this year’s Greater Boston Housing Report Card explores 
the possibility of using publicly owned land to develop affordable housing 
across the Boston region. We amass a wide array of data on public land across 
dozens of communities; interview policymakers and housing developers; and 
analyze meeting minutes, newspaper records, and other historical archives. 
While we found great opportunity in the availability of land across the state, 
we also identified a number of key challenges, including regulatory processes 
and public opposition, that act as barriers to leveraging this resource. In fact, 
our research uncovered a number of cases across the state where public land 
ownership is weaponized to prevent the development of housing. 

 KEY FINDINGS: 

 ` Almost one-fourth of land in Greater Boston is publicly owned, and much of 
this land is both vacant and not set aside for conservation. If just 5 percent 
of the state and municipally owned, vacant, non-conservation land 
could be redeveloped into housing at a density of 15 units per acre, the 
region could obtain more than 85,000 units of housing.

 ` The combination of public procurement laws and the housing 
permitting process make the redevelopment of public land prohibitive 
in many cases. State and local regulatory processes create a highly 
discretionary and fragmented system that makes redevelopment onerous 
even in places where officials and the broader community are highly 
supportive. Indeed, even declaring public land “surplus” and available for 
redevelopment is itself an intensive bureaucratic process.

 ` Public opposition is a formidable obstacle to developing new housing 
on public land. In some places, opposition to housing is so severe that 
communities actually acquire public land—at significant cost—to stop 
the development of new housing. Since 2010, we identify 13 instances 
where communities purchased property to stop a housing development, 
using over $50 million in public funds, including resources from the 
Community Preservation Act.
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AVAILABILITY OF PUBLIC 
LAND

How much land is owned by the Commonwealth or by the 147 municipalities 
in Greater Boston?34 This is a challenging question to answer, as there are 
several different data sources, and there are significant differences and 
discrepancies between them.35 The best data source on land ownership is the 
MassGIS Property Tax Parcels database,36 which aggregates data from every 
municipality in the Commonwealth and maintains a standardized database of 
every tax parcel, including the owner, lot size, and current use of each parcel.37

Overall, we estimate that 7 percent (approximately 102,000 acres) of 
land in Greater Boston is owned by the Commonwealth, and 17 percent 
(approximately 239,000 acres) by municipalities. To put this into context, the 
area owned by the Commonwealth is roughly the equivalent of the northern 
part of Middlesex County (the green area in Figure 2), and the area owned by 
the municipalities is roughly the equivalent of the contiguous part of Norfolk 
County (the purple region in Figure 2).38

This figure displays the estimated percentage of land owned by municipalities, the 
Commonwealth, public authorities (such as the MBTA and housing authorities), and 
private entities. 

FIGURE 1 ESTIMATED LAND OWNERSHIP

Source: MassGIS Property Tax Parcels database.
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Municipalities
Commonwealth
Authorities

Municipalities
Commonwealth
Authorities

FIGURE 2 
ILLUSTRATION 
OF RELATIVE 
AREAS OF LAND 
OWNERSHIP

This figure displays the 
approximate relative areas, 
as a percentage of total 
area of Greater Boston, 
for each category of land 
ownership. For illustrative 
purposes only. 

Much of this land is used for essential public services, including public 
administration, public safety, education, transportation, housing, and 
countless other important uses. A large portion is also reserved for 
conservation, creating vital green space for environmental protection and 
recreation.39 However, based on the MassGIS database, a substantial portion 
of the publicly owned land is neither used for government services nor 
conservation, but simply sits vacant.40 Figure 3 compares the usage of land 
by owner. We estimate that more than 40 percent of municipal-owned land 
is vacant, more than double that of Commonwealth-owned land, and more 
than quadruple the rate of privately owned land. There are more than 95,000 
vacant acres of municipal-owned land in Greater Boston, an area equivalent 
to three times the size of Boston. In addition, the Commonwealth owns 
more than 17,000 acres of vacant land in the Greater Boston Area, about the 
size of Framingham.41 This volume of vacant property across Massachusetts 
represents a seemingly incredible opportunity for housing development.

Source: MassGIS Property Tax Parcels database.
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Of course, not all of this vacant land is suitable for housing. Some land may 
be temporarily vacant, but reserved for upcoming projects. Other properties 
may not be suitable for housing development due to its location, condition, 
topography, or other factors. Parcels may be environmentally contaminated, 
with remediation either impossible or prohibitively expensive. Or, they may be 
sensitive environmental habitats or much-needed recreational greenspaces.42 

In general, public land presents policymakers with challenging tradeoffs 
that weigh a number of important goals, including conservation of valued 
greenspace, commercial redevelopment, and housing, among others.

Municipalities

Commonwealth

Private/Other

0% 50%25% 100%75%

Percent of Land in Category

Vacant Conservation Non-vacant

42%42% 26%26% 32%32%

17%17% 45%45% 38%38%

87%87%9%9% 3%3%

42% 26% 32%

17% 45% 38%

87%9% 3%

FIGURE 3 VACANT AND CONSERVATION LAND BY OWNERSHIP 
TYPE

Source: MassGIS Property Tax Parcels database.

This figure displays the estimated percentage of land classifications by ownership 
type.  Vacant land is defined either by the use code of the property or the style of the 
building in the MassGIS database. If the property is both vacant and conservation land, 
we code the property as conservation land.  
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A simple back-of-the-envelope calculation reveals the massive potential of 
this vacant land for housing. Suppose that a mere 5 percent of the vacant 
municipal and Commonwealth owned land could be developed into 
housing, at the same minimum density as under the recently passed MBTA 
Communities Act of 15 units per acre. Under this scenario, approximately 
72,000 units could be built on municipal land and 13,000 on Commonwealth 
land, for a total of 85,000 units. In a state facing a housing shortage of 200,000 
homes by 2030, this utilization of public land in the Greater Boston Area has 
incredible potential. At higher densities, or with greater utilization of this 
vacant land, far more units could be built as well.

Additionally, this estimate ignores the potential of using any of the currently 
in-use parcels for housing as well. Many of the parcels used for other purposes 
have space that could also accommodate dense housing, such as large 
parking lots or portions of the parcel that are currently underutilized. Using 
this land not only opens up additional parcels for development, but offers the 
opportunity to place housing proximal to existing infrastructure and public 
services.

5% of the vacant municipal and 
Commonwealth land

Can accomodate at least 85,000 new units 
of housing. (at MBTA Communities Act 
minimum density)
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For example, a few communities redeveloping their public libraries are 
considering adding affordable housing units above ground-floor libraries. 
Boston’s West End Library is currently undergoing development, with the 
goal of building 119 affordable units in 12 stories above a two-story library.43 

Arlington is presently in the planning process for adding affordable housing 
in the development of the Fox Library, and other municipalities are evaluating 
similar opportunities. Libraries are just one of many possible types of public 
properties that could be used for both housing and public services, and they 
are widespread across Greater Boston.44 However, as Boston concluded when 
researching libraries-with-housing developments in 2018 (and as we discuss 
below), state procurement laws and procedures are one of many obstacles that 
make such projects difficult. The city noted in its report: “Procurement law isn’t 
designed for these projects. Housing with Public Assets will only be possible if 
we can find a legal mechanism that supports coordinated and efficient design, 
construction and operations while ensuring transparency and fairness.”45

The City of Boston has also had some 
success adding affordable housing on land 
owned by the Boston Housing Authority 
(BHA). The city replaced an older public 
housing development with hundreds 
of refurbished new units in the The Old 
Colony Project in South Boston.46 A similar 
project is also underway in Charlestown 
in partnership with a private developer.47 

Taylor Cain, the Chief of Staff at the Boston 
Housing Authority, notes that, “because we 
are a public institution whose mission it is 
to create housing,” it is easier to redevelop 
land owned by the BHA into housing; the 
land is often already used for housing (and 
therefore zoned for housing). This eliminates many of the regulatory obstacles 
and the debates over competing land uses that we outline further below, 
but only applies to the small share of publicly owned land already owned by 
housing authorities.

It is clear from the MassGIS data that the Commonwealth and municipalities48 
own a huge amount of land with incredible potential for housing development. 
Both the Commonwealth and some municipalities, including the City of 
Boston,49 are currently working to review their land inventories and identify 
properties suitable for housing. But, with more than 4,000 Commonwealth-
owned parcels and 40,000 municipal-owned parcels, identifying such 
properties will not be simple. Furthermore, even once identified, there are 
major obstacles preventing these publicly owned lands, even when ideally 
suited to crucially-needed housing, from being developed.

The City of 
Boston has 
also had some 
success adding 
affordable 
housing on land 
owned by the 
Boston Housing 
Authority.
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OBSTACLES TO DEVELOPING 
ON PUBLIC LAND

Despite the promise of this housing development 
strategy, our analysis has revealed a myriad of reasons 
explaining why public land mostly does not become 
housing. 

First, identifying publicly owned land is surprisingly challenging. Moreover, 
once municipalities identify public land, they must assess whether parcels 
are fit for development. For these developable parcels, communities must 
then weigh the construction of housing against the many other competing 
demands that require land, including the need for schools, police stations, 
and fire departments. In Somerville, an 8 acre plot next to the Gilman Square 
T stop has been vacant since 2019 when the City demolished the Homans 
Food Building at 350 Medford Street (this is the larger of two parcels the city 
owns at this location). Despite community frustration at the slow process, 
and mobilization in support of housing development, the city has been slow 
to develop the parcel, most recently announcing the need for a disposition 
study.50 According to Ben Demers, Somerville’s Economic Development 
Planner, “This is one of the few city-owned lots of this size in this area, and this 
means that we need to weigh competing priorities for its use.”51

In 2021 the City of Newton purchased a portion of the Walker Center for 
Ecumenical Exchange with $2.45 million of American Rescue Plan Act 
funds.52 The property is adjacent to Williams Elementary School; its multiple 
historic buildings comprise 7,400 square feet and have 14 bedrooms.53 At the 
time of purchase, the intent was to use a portion of the property for a future 
expansion of the elementary school, and a portion for permanently affordable 
housing in the historic buildings.54 The City was awarded $235,500 from the 
Massachusetts Housing Choice Grant program to examine the feasibility 
of affordable housing in October 2022.55 In spring of 2024 the Real Property 
Reuse Committee held a public hearing to determine whether to recommend 
the property (about 70 percent of the purchase) for lease for affordable 
housing development. The other 10,000 square feet was set aside for future 
expansion of the school’s outdoor recreational space.56 The Commissioner of 
Public Buildings had assessed the property and future needs and priorities 
within the school district, and the Director of Planning and Development had 
recommended that this property be used for housing, but there was vocal 
community opposition to the plan.57,58 In this case, housing has become pitted 
against prospective needs for the school district, despite the stated goals of 
the purchase.
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Even if the municipality decides to use the property for housing, building new 
housing is deeply politically unpopular and bureaucratically challenging. Our 
in-depth interviews and analysis of meeting archives, town meeting votes, 
and newspaper articles reveal that many seemingly viable housing projects 
proposed on suitable public land never come to fruition. We uncover multiple 
reasons, which we delve into below.

Policies, Political Institutions, and 
Regulations Governing Public Land
In most communities in Massachusetts, multifamily housing has not 
historically been allowed “by right.” (This has changed in the past year 
thanks to the recently passed state MBTA Communities law, which requires 
communities served by the region’s mass transit system to create a district 
allowing “by right” multifamily housing.) When multifamily housing is not 
permitted by right, any proposed multifamily housing, on private or public 
land, must go through a lengthy public review process. Depending upon the 
community, this can include review by zoning boards, planning boards, city 
councils, and town meetings, among other entities. These processes offer 
ample opportunity for the public to comment on proposed developments—
and, due to the well-documented unpopularity of housing development— 
consequently to stop or delay development. Opponents can even pursue 
lengthy and expensive litigation to further delay unwanted developments, 
despite recently passed Massachusetts legislation to limit such actions. Places 
with more regulations and lengthier development processes unsurprisingly 
produce less housing, making the existing stock more expensive.59

This development process is even lengthier on publicly owned land. Unlike 
projects that are on privately owned land, the sale and development of 
publicly owned parcels is governed by state procurement law, Chapter 
30B.60 These requirements are in place to prevent corruption; they make it 
extraordinarily difficult for a city to, for example, give a favored developer a 
sweetheart deal in the sale of city-owned land. But, they also create significant 
additional regulatory burdens for any housing proposal on public land.

1
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SURPLUS LAND
A town that wants to dispose of municipally owned land must first declare 
the land “surplus,” indicating that the municipal government no longer needs 
the land for its original purpose. The initial declaration of “surplus” land comes 
from the board or commission that controls the land. So, a school district 
might declare a former school building “surplus” if enrollments had declined 
such that the municipality no longer had use for the existing structure. A town 
may also declare newly purchased land “surplus” if it was purchased with the 
intent to build, for example, affordable housing with a private developer. The 
local legislative body, most often either a town meeting or city council, must 
then approve the declaration of the land as “surplus.” Such approval requires 
a two-thirds majority of the city council and town meeting—a formidable 
obstacle in many communities.61

REQUEST FOR PROPOSALS
Once the land is declared “surplus,” the city or town must then solicit bids 
to dispose of the land through a Request for Proposals (RFP) in order to sell 
the land to a housing developer (or any other entity). The RFP process is 
challenging for local communities. They must outline a fairly specific use for 
a parcel without consulting with developers first. Indeed, consulting with 
a developer prior to releasing a RFP would make that developer ineligible 
to submit a bid under procurement law. This means municipalities must 
guess what developers will find financially feasible or realistic for a particular 
parcel. Many communities, especially smaller ones, may lack the capacity and 
expertise to pull together a suitable RFP that both meets city and town aims 
while attracting multiple competitive bids from developers.

Andrea Harris-Long, the Manager of Housing and Neighborhood 
Development at the Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC), notes, 
“Developers have more expertise in knowing what to look for in a parcel—
often more than municipal officials drafting an RFP.” Harris-Long says that 
cities and towns are frequently overly optimistic about the extent to which 
public land makes a project financially viable: “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.” Consequently, cities and 
towns sometimes put out RFPs that fail to attract any bids. As a workaround, 
some communities have to add another step to this already slow process: 
They first publish a Request for Information (RFI) prior to an RFP to simply 
learn more about what developers might like to build (or think is feasible 
to build) on a plot. In addition to using RFIs, cities and towns often hire a 
planning or architecture firm to determine realistic site programs to include 
in an RFP (sometimes funded through planning technical assistance grants 
from state housing agencies or regional planning agencies like MAPC). 
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These technical assistance projects can draw from development engagement 
in other planning projects and often include a financial feasibility analysis 
testing various development scenarios. This can help ensure the RFP is 
practical for current market conditions.

The RFP process is not just burdensome for local governments. It also creates 
a (sizable) additional layer of review for developers, on top of the already 
lengthy regulatory process to which multifamily housing is subject in most 
communities. While it varies depending upon the RFP, developers frequently 
go through a thorough project review prior to being approved to purchase 
the land—at which point they must go through an entirely separate (and 
extensive) permitting review process for multifamily housing. This means 
that, for many housing developments on public land, design review takes 
significantly longer than the actual construction of a project.

A small affordable housing development in Weston helps to illustrate some 
of these challenges. In 2018, the town of Weston acquired a parcel at 1-11 
Wellesley Street to build new affordable housing. Six years later, construction 
on affordable housing has not yet begun. Instead, the developer, Habitat 
for Humanity, is having final meetings with the Commonwealth’s Executive 
Office of Housing and Livable Communities (EOHLC) as part of the Chapter 
40B process before submitting their final Marketing Plan, Calculator, and 
Regulatory Agreement for Approval. They are also making small updates to 
their building plans prior to submitting a building permit because Weston 
adopted the Specialized Code, a new, more energy-efficient building code, on 
July 1, 2024.

The project that Habitat is proposing is not especially large in scope, 
comprising only six units of affordable housing. Moreover, town officials and 
members of the community appear to be uniformly supportive. This strong 
town support stands in contrast to formidable public opposition to other 
housing developments in Weston, most notoriously a long-delayed 200-
unit affordable housing project at 518 South Avenue known by community 
opponents as the “Weston Whopper.”62 So, why has it taken six years to even 
start construction on six units of housing on publicly owned land? The answer 
largely lies in the regulatory process.

Why has it taken six years to even start construction 
on six units of housing on publicly owned land? The 
answer largely lies in the regulatory process.
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The Habitat project is being approved as a “friendly” Chapter 40B in 
partnership with the town. Chapter 40B is a state law that allows projects that 
are at least 25 percent affordable to bypass some local zoning and land use 
regulations if the town’s total affordable housing stock is less than 10 percent. 
At 3.78 percent affordable, Weston’s housing stock falls well below this 
threshold. Under the Local Initiative Program (LIP), also known as a “friendly” 
40B, the developer works with the town first on a proposal prior to applying 
to the state under the 40B statute. This is different than more traditional 
40Bs, where developers apply to the state—often in sharp conflict with the 
municipal government’s preferences.

While on its face the 40B process offered more streamlined development 
procedures, the developer still faced many hurdles. Once Habitat was selected 
as part of the RFP process—which required them to go through an initial 
design review process—it still had to produce, among other documents, a 
stormwater report,63 a grade plane and allowable building height calculation,64 
a traffic study,65 and a grading and utility plan.66 While the exact nature of 
requirements will vary from town to town, these types of requirements are 
typical of multifamily housing permitting. In addition, the LIP process required 
its own set of complex paperwork.67 While developing on sensitive wetlands 
naturally involves additional regulation and permitting, the multilayered 
requirements imposed by both the Weston Conservation Commission and 
the Environmental Protection Agency create a burdensome process.

This process is by no means limited to Weston. Indeed, each local government 
across Massachusetts has its own unique regulatory process, creating 
a patchwork of design requirements. Developers working across these 
jurisdictions must come up with different architecture and design plans for 
each community, and face uncertainty as to whether or not their plans will 
be approved each time they submit a proposal. This stands in sharp contrast 
to the other parts of the country, like Texas, where a less discretionary review 
process allows for the easier development of larger numbers of housing units.

In short, standard development permitting processes combined with 
additional requirements for projects on public land make the construction of 
new housing a lengthy and expensive process in Massachusetts communities. 
These burdens are especially stark for smaller affordable housing providers 
who may lack the staffing and resources to navigate the complex and 
fragmented regulatory environment.
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Public Opposition
The development of public land becomes even thornier when members 
of the public, and their elected/appointed representatives, are opposed to 
proposed housing developments. Reams of academic and policy research 
reveal that housing of all types is hampered by public opposition.68 People 
shun development for all types of reasons; some abhor changes in the 
physical structure of their communities, while others fear that new housing 
might bring people from socioeconomically or racially different groups. 
Opposition need not be large; the discretionary development review process 
in most communities in Massachusetts (and, indeed, in most high cost 
metropolitan areas nationally) means that very small groups can effectively 
stop or delay development at public meetings or through litigation.69

When asked about the biggest obstacle she encounters when supporting 
towns and cities redeveloping public land, Laura Shufelt, the Director of 
Community Assistance at the Massachusetts Housing Partnership, succinctly 
said, “Neighbors. Neighbors that are empowered by leaders who cave to 
neighbors. It’s not even that many.” Shufelt notes, “Some communities you 
won’t get any applicants for an RFP because there’s so much opposition.”

A. ELECTED APPROVAL BODIES AND REFERENDA
Elected approval bodies, such as the Select Board, Town Meeting, and 
community referenda are especially vulnerable to capture by vocal 
development opponents. Unfortunately, approval from these bodies is often 
required for the disposition of public land. This is different than other types 
of multifamily housing developments, which mostly (though not always) 
receive their permits and variances from unelected planning and zoning 
boards. In other words, public projects face additional veto points compared 
to proposals on private land—veto points that are particularly susceptible 
to vocal opposition. Failed/delayed housing projects in Northborough and 
Winchester help to illustrate the ways in which these elected entities can 
stymie development.

In 2016, the town of Northborough (with Town Meeting’s approval) purchased 
and maintained the White Cliffs Mansion using $2.4 million in Community 
Preservation Act (CPA) funding.70 After a committee determined that the 
building would require at least an additional $6 million in investment to 
function as a public building, the town sought outside investors.71 In 2023, 
the White Cliffs Committee evaluated three bids received as part of the RFP 
process; they ultimately chose housing development featuring 52 units, all 
affordable.72

2
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But, in order to receive necessary permits, the project required both Select 
Board and Town Meeting approval because it was sited on publicly owned 
land. Almost immediately, organized public opposition targeted these two 
governing bodies. One abutter started a petition opposing the project which 
was quickly signed by 250 residents.73 In May 2023, the Select Board opted 
not to move forward with the proposal. They cited significant neighborhood 
opposition and the overwhelming likelihood that the project would not be 
able to get majority support at a future Town Meeting vote.74 Select Board 
member Kristen Wixstea observed: “There’s a lot of fear around this building.”75 

As of 2024, the Town Offices Feasibility Study Committee recommended that 
the mansion be used as a new Northborough Town Hall.76

A Winchester referendum proved a similarly challenging obstacle to housing 
development on public land. In 2018, Winchester’s Select Board authorized 
the sale or lease of Waterfield Lot, a publicly owned approximately one-acre 
parking lot next to the Winchester Central MBTA Commuter Rail Station, for 
affordable housing.77 In 2019, they put out a Request for Qualified Developers 
and in 2021, the Town voted to authorize the Select Board to enter into a land 
development agreement with Winchester Waterfield MM LLC (a subsidiary 
of Civico Development LLC).78 The proposal included a commercial space 
as well as 60 units of mixed-income housing (50 percent as studio and one-
bedrooms, and two- and three-bedrooms), with at least 25 percent deed-
restricted affordable units. Opponents cited the loss of parking as well as 
parking revenue (about $15,000/year).79

Shortly thereafter, a citizen’s petition triggered a referendum to reconsider 
the article, and with about 32 percent voter turnout, the project was halted 
with only 67 more votes (2 percent) in opposition to the land development 
agreement.80 The Waterfield Lot Task Force was subsequently formed and 
identified three areas of opposition to the project: reduction in public parking, 
affordable housing ratio, and revenue for the town.81 In response to this report, 
Civico returned to the city with a new plan to increase the number of public 
parking spaces to 70 (only down 17 from what currently existed), remove the 
commercial space, and increase the percentage of affordable units (while 
keeping the total number of units the same). They also proposed tearing 
down the Chamber of Commerce to make more parking.82 In June of 2022, the 
Town entered into a Land Development Agreement after a close two-thirds 
vote by Town Meeting Members.

In the final approved plan, 40 of the 60 units will be for individuals making 
at or below 60 percent of the Area Median Income, and the town seeks to 
impose a local preference on 70 percent of the units. While it appears that 
Winchester, unlike Northborough, will produce affordable housing on this 
publicly owned land, the process to produce 60 units of housing will take at 
least 6+ years as of the writing of this report.



O
P

P
O

R
TU

N
ITY

 O
R

 O
B

STA
C

LE
?

90

B. WEAPONIZATION OF PUBLIC LAND
Public opposition to housing is so extreme in some communities that public 
land has become weaponized as a tool to stop housing development, rather 
than an opportunity to subsidize affordable housing. Using a database of 
public property, the Registry of Deeds, and newspaper archives, we identified 
13 different instances in which local governments purchased land expressly 
to stop a housing development since 2010. These purchases totaled over $50 
million in public funds. Table 1 shows these purchases.

The first three columns list the municipality, the purchase year, and purchase 
price of the land. The latter three columns identify three different funding 
mechanisms that could be utilized to purchase the land: Community 
Preservation Act (CPA) fund, other state funds (such as state grant programs), 
and debt exclusion votes where the voters of the municipality voted in favor 
of a bond to finance the purchase. These mechanisms are discussed in more 
detail below.

TABLE 1. LIST OF PUBLIC LAND PURCHASES TO STOP HOUSING 
DEVELOPMENTS. 2010-2024

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
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In every one of these communities, we were able to identify a specific 
housing proposal or threats of housing development to which the town was 
responding. In total, we were able to identify 1,028 housing units blocked 
by city and town land purchases. This number is a conservative estimate: 
In several communities, we were unable to find specific proposals—only 
concerns about vaguer development proposals with unspecified numbers of 
housing units or the possibility of a future development proposal.

In virtually all communities (except Quincy), the proposed housing 
development was a Chapter 40B project. As mentioned in a previous section, 
Chapter 40B is a state law that allows developers to bypass some local zoning 
and land use regulations if: (1) Less than 10 percent of the local community’s 
housing stock is affordable; (2) at least 25 percent of units in a proposed 
project are affordable. Communities facing a 40B project that complies 
with state requirements have little legal recourse to block an unwanted 
development other than purchasing the land themselves.

The anti-housing motivation for these purchases was intense, widespread, and 
extraordinarily explicit in many cases. In Marblehead, for example, the town 
was originally offered the Lead Mills site as a gift; the town declined the land 
due to environmental contamination. But, a developer then secured approval 
to place a 44-unit Chapter 40B housing development on the land, leading the 
town to explore options to purchase the land in 2012.83 Town Planner Becky 
Curran said in local media coverage that the town would struggle to stop 40B 
developments on the land once the housing market improved.84 Ultimately, 
Marblehead spent $1.5 million in public dollars for land it had once been 
offered for free in order to stymie a housing proposal.

In Ashland, a proposed 140-unit Chapter 40B housing development at 
the Valentine Estate property provoked similarly vociferous neighborhood 
opposition. One abutter, Robin Hicks, said of the project in local media 
coverage, “It’s an insult to the citizens of Ashland. I have never seen such an 
atrocity.”85 In 2018, town residents voted to assume extra debt to purchase 
the property from the developer for $3.5 million. The town is clear on its own 
website that this purchase was for the express purpose of stopping housing 
from being built: “The Valentine Property was purchased in 2018 as both a way 
to stave off the development of 120 units of housing on a 7-acre property, and 
at the same time preserve this historical asset for future use.”86

Marblehead spent $1.5 million in public dollars for 
land it had once been offered for free in order to stymie 
a housing proposal.
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The Dover Board of Selectmen cited comments from dozens of residents 
concerned about a proposed 40-unit Chapter 40B condo development in 
their 2014 vote to purchase 27 acres at Springdale Farm for $5.5 million.87 

Reflecting strong community support for these purchases, all parcel 
acquisitions that we identified were approved by legislative bodies (either city 
councils or Town Meetings), and four required debt exclusion votes, meaning 
that a majority of participating voters agreed to take on additional local debt 
to stop a proposed housing development.

These public dollars came from a variety of sources. Nearly half (six) of the 
cities and towns we identified used Community Preservation Act funds. 
Passed in 2000, the Community Preservation Act is ostensibly a smart growth 
tool. Cities and towns that adopt the CPA through a ballot referendum are 
allowed to raise community preservation monies through a surcharge no 
greater than 3 percent of the tax levy against real property. The state also 
provides additional resources to communities that have adopted the CPA 
through its Community Preservation Trust Fund.88 CPA funds are allowed to 
be used for a variety of preservation projects, including greenspaces, historic 
preservation, and affordable housing. Given the CPA’s ostensible aim of 
supporting the production of affordable housing, the use of CPA dollars to 
block affordable housing developments suggests that local governments 
may, in some cases, be using these state-subsidized funds in ways contrary 
to program aims. Several communities also used state grants (Peabody, 
Marblehead) and money from the MBTA (Scituate) to combat housing 
developments.

None of these parcels of land have gone on 
to produce additional housing units. In a few 
cases, properties purchased by a municipality 
have been sold for commercial development, 
allowing the city or town to recoup costs. For 
example, Norwood purchased the Forbes Hill 
property in 2017 for $13 million in response to 
a 40B proposing 300 units of housing.89 The 
city remained ostensibly open to a smaller 
housing development; the Forbes Hill Task 
Force recommended a Zoning Overlay District 
(approved by the Board of Selectmen) which 

capped housing developments at 175 dwelling units with no more than 25 
dwelling units per acre. The zoning also allowed for life sciences, biotech 
research, development, manufacturing, research, and development facilities.90

In 2019, the Town received and approved a buyer (Dr. Roberto Feliz) who 
offered $13 million to build a $260 million medical facility, conference 
center, and 80 housing units.91 Feliz was ultimately unable to pull together 

None of these 
parcels of land 
have gone on 
to produce 
additional 
housing units. 
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the project’s financing. By 2021, Norwood went through a second round of 
bidding and awarded the bid to Continental Properties with a $13.5 million 
proposal for housing rental units. This round of bidding ended in a lawsuit 
from Pulte Home Construction Group, another developer who had submitted 
a proposal, halting the process.66 According to the Town Manager Tony 
Mazzucco, “We finally heard back from the court a few weeks ago after a year 
and a half. It turns out that there were technical difficulties in the bids from 
all three developers, including Pulte Homes and Charles River Realty.”92 After 
four years of ownership, the Town had paid $935,051.71 in interest payments, 
and $214,000 in cumulative maintenance and utility costs. Some but not all of 
these costs were recouped after the Town received non-refundable deposits 
from prospective bidders.93

The Town put the property up for sale for the third time for $16 million and by 
the end of the year Moderna purchased it for $22.5 million to expand its two 
building campus already in Norwood.94 As part of this deal, the Town entered 
into its third tax-increment financing agreement with Moderna for 10 years of 
tax-exemptions.95 This totaled over $9.1 million tax savings for the company.96 
Town Meeting members also eliminated the previous Forbes Hill Mixed Use 
Overlay District with a new 158-acre Life Sciences Development District. This 
new zoning prevents housing on the property.97

In most of the above-listed cases, however, properties have either been 
left vacant or used for city/town buildings. This means that these parcels of 
land often imposed sizable financial burdens on these cities and towns, and 
provoked significant debate in the town about how to recoup costs. Ashland 
purchased the Valentine Estate in 2018 for $3.5 million. Eight years later, it 
is still responsible for the (significant) costs of the property after rejecting 
the sole bid to stem from the town’s 2020 Request for Proposals. Among 
other expenses, the town has allocated $1.5 million for the preservation of 
the property’s barn.98 In 2023, Peabody opted to purchase an 80-acre parcel 
in South Peabody using Community Preservation Act funds, community 
development grants, and loans.99 Jason Panos, a land-use attorney and former 
Peabody Planning Board member warned that the city was assuming costs 
that it could not afford in purchasing the land: “The city doesn’t have the 
funding to make that into a park or whatever they want to do with it. That’s 
the kind of place that requires a developer with a lot of cash on hand to invest 
in revamping the land.”100 In Dover, the town tried to recoup the costs of its 
hefty $5.5 million Springdale Farm land purchase in 2017 by selling the house 
on the land with significant conservation restrictions attached. It ultimately 
selected a buyer who paid just over $2 million for the home, which has to 
remain a single-family dwelling. The remaining 23 acres of the property 
remain under the jurisdiction of the town’s Conservation Commission, which 
leaves the town managing maintenance expenses.101
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

While the challenges to building new housing 
on public land are formidable, they are not 
insurmountable. What’s more, the ample amount 
of land available suggests an enormous untapped 
opportunity to ameliorate the Boston region’s housing 
shortage and astronomical prices. Below, we outline 
several proposed policy changes that would allow 
Greater Boston to better use the untapped potential 
of publicly owned land to address the region’s 
crippling housing crisis.

Streamline the process for the disposition of 
public land. 
The bureaucracy surrounding the disposition of public land on top of the 
normal housing permitting process makes converting public land into 
housing an expensive, multiyear task. Through the Affordable Homes Act 
(passed in August 2024), the state has already taken first steps to remedy 
this problem on state-owned land. In particular, the new law: (1) provides 
significant funding ($30 million) to support the disposition of Commonwealth-
owned public land and (2) streamlines the permitting process development 
of new housing on state-owned land. Specifically, the law requires housing 
developments as of right at a density of at least four units per acre, though it 
allows towns to continue to impose “reasonable regulations” such as setbacks, 
open space requirements, and site plan review.102

The Commonwealth should build upon these efforts by requiring greater 
allowable density on state- and municipally-owned land—ideally far more 
than the relatively low four units per acre currently included in the Affordable 
Homes Act. In addition, the Commonwealth should not permit towns to 
impose separate so-called “reasonable regulations.” Regulations on bulk, 
height, lot area, and setbacks make it harder to build new housing, and 
are drivers of higher housing costs. Massachusetts should set clear and 
reasonable universal standards that towns and cities must comply with.

1
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Finally, the Commonwealth should reduce the number of veto points 
housing projects on public land must surmount. First, under current 
laws, local governments must receive approval from a two-thirds majority 
legislative bodies (either Town Meeting or the City Council) in order to 
declare public land surplus—a required step prior to the disposition of public 
land. This step can prove extraordinarily challenging, especially in Town 
Meeting communities. Massachusetts should consider exempting these 
reclassifications from Town Meeting votes if land is being transferred to a 
town’s Affordable Housing Trust for redevelopment into affordable housing. It 
should also consider requiring a simple majority vote, instead of a two-thirds 
majority.

Second, under current procedures, developers essentially have to go through 
a full design and site review process twice: first, when submitting a bid 
in response to a RFP, and second, when receiving required permits and 
variances from local planning and zoning boards. The Commonwealth should 
require cities and towns to allow affordable housing developments on public 
land to be exempt from this second round of discretionary review if they have 
already been approved as part of an extensive RFP process.

Reform state-level funding programs like 
the Community Preservation Act so that 
they cannot be used to block housing 
development, and are instead used for their 
intended purpose—the development and 
preservation of affordable housing. 
The Commonwealth should take steps to limit local governments from 
using laws designed to promote affordable housing, like the Community 
Preservation Act, to block new housing. There are a number of potential 
options for reforming the CPA. First, the state might restrict communities 
in which less than 10 percent of the housing stock is affordable from using 
CPA funds for any purpose other than the production of affordable housing. 
Second, the Commonwealth could require all municipalities to produce 
affordable housing at some benchmark level in order to qualify for CPA state 
matching funds. Third, Massachusetts could ban any communities that use 
CPA funds to block affordable housing from receiving CPA state matching 
funds for some set period of time, such as five years. The Commonwealth’s 
new Office of Fair Housing might play an important role in monitoring the 
use of CPA funds.

2
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Provide technical assistance for 
municipalities looking to redevelop public 
land into affordable housing. 
The process of redeveloping public land into affordable housing is 
extraordinarily complicated. Municipal governments may not be familiar 
with the process, and likely do not know what is financially feasible (or 
possible) on a given parcel of land. Technical assistance from the state 
government and regional planning agencies could help support cities and 
towns in determining what is possible on a given plot of land—and prevent 
governments from overestimating the value of public land or putting barriers 
in place that make the construction of much-needed affordable housing 
impossible.

Streamline the housing permitting process 
through additional zoning reform, such as a 
statewide affordable housing overlay. 
The process by which all housing is built—on publicly and privately owned 
land—is too onerous. The Commonwealth is already well aware of this 
problem and has taken encouraging steps to remedy it through the MBTA 
Communities law and Affordable Homes Act.103 Both of these laws, along with 
Chapter 40B, either (1) require local governments to reform their zoning laws 
and land use regulations to allow for the development of more housing or (2) 
allow developers to bypass certain local zoning laws and land use regulations. 
Massachusetts should continue to vigorously enforce these laws and consider 
new opportunities to require local governments to streamline their local 
development processes and allow for the construction of much-needed 
affordable and market-rate housing. While MBTA-C, 40B, and the Affordable 
Homes Act are helpful first steps in addressing the region’s housing shortage, 
they only apply in limited circumstances. One such solution might be a 
statewide affordable housing overlay that goes beyond Chapter 40B, and 
allows developers producing much-needed affordable housing to bypass local 
zoning restrictions statewide.

3
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