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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 Campaign for Civic Leadership, we publish research into the most critical 

issues of our time, convene large groups of people to discuss the city’s agenda and the region’s trends—

and use our shared knowledge 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 DEPARTMENT OF URBAN & ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY & PLANNING 

(UEP) AT TUFTS UNIVERSITY is a place where students, faculty, and the community work to 

turn vision into practice. UEP centers its mission around the intersection of planning, policy and social 

justice. The mission of UEP is to educate a new generation of leaders – “practical visionaries” – who will 

contribute to the development and nurturing of more inclusive, just, participatory, and sustainable 

communities, regions, and ecosystems. Learn more at https://as.tufts.edu/uep/. 
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Explore just about any American metropolitan area, and you will find a city divided— 
one prosperous and well-off; the other, struggling to make ends meet. Greater Boston, 
with its ever-sharpening housing crisis, would be prominent on a list of such places.   

In East Boston, glittering new waterfront units sit a stone’s 

throw from older working-class housing. Neighborhoods in 

Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan see affordable rentals 

transformed into pricey condos. A shrinking Chinatown feels 

the pressure of development on all sides. And across the 

board costs just keep going up.

For those able to buy into the market, the growth has been 

exhilarating. For those on the outside looking in, it means 

higher rents and more significant housing costs. The 

shrinking affordable housing market, in part a byproduct  

of zoning and land use policies, intensifies the distress  

and the lack of opportunity for many who wish to live in 

Greater Boston. 

This crippling housing shortage has made it difficult for 

families and individuals to rent an apartment, let alone  

own a home, especially for those with low or even moderate 

incomes. While the rising cost of living and the unequal 

distribution of our region’s economic growth is a challenge 

for all, the persistent legacy of structural racism and the 

stubborn continuance of interpersonal bias mean that these 

challenges fall with extra weight on people of color in our 

region, particularly Black and Latino families. The housing 

crisis has direct ties to our state’s racial wealth gap. 

Homeownership is the largest component of wealth for 

average households. But wealth is needed to buy a home;  

it is hard to break into that circle in a region with high prices 

and low availability. The stability of paying down a 30-year 

mortgage (rather than monthly rent, which can shoot up 

without warning) allows households to save, weather rough 

financial patches or economic downturns, and pass along 

Preface

wealth to descendants. In other words, owning a home 

offers financial security and well-being. In an essential 

sense, it creates equity. It closes the economic and social 

opportunity gaps between those who have enjoyed its 

benefits and those who have not. The value of a home is 

more than the convenience one has living in it—it is a means 

of creating wealth that, in turn, leads to a more abundant 

and joyful life. 

This year’s Greater Boston Housing Report Card adds data 

and weight to findings familiar from past Report Cards:  

We need different types of housing—from single-family 

homes to multifamily complexes—throughout the region  

to ensure that individuals and families are able to enter the 

housing market at different price points, and that different 

housing types and locations fill the diverse needs of a 

diverse population. Meanwhile, we need to dramatically 

increase subsidized housing and fix the arcane system that 

is so burdensome and redundant that it leaves housing 

units unfilled, despite high demand and long waiting lists. 

We also direly need to preserve existing “naturally  

occurring” affordable housing, especially in neighborhoods 

where residents are at threat of being priced out through 

gentrification.

One strategy for doing that is through community land 

trusts, and the special topic in this report takes a close  

look at how the approach has been implemented in 

Massachusetts—a pioneer in the space, incidentally. There  

is great promise in community land trusts, but challenges 

too, especially in how to “scale up” its relatively modest 

step-by-step advance.
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In past Housing Report Cards, we noted the persistent  

realities of the region’s housing crisis related to market 

forces: cities and towns with variable and insufficient 

housing production histories, and rents and home prices 

that are among the highest in the country. This year’s report 

tracks the data on that front, revealing too slow progress. 

Transportation and zoning policies have prioritized cars  

and sprawling development patterns for generations, and 

single-family-exclusive zoning has contributed to persistent 

residential segregation by race and income. Increasing 

housing supply with the underpinning of zoning changes  

is a necessary path for the region. It’s the long game, first 

with policy, then planning and eventually with the actual 

production of housing—a process that will take years and 

even decades.  

Housing is a universal human need and yet, as a region and 

a society, we continue to fall short of fulfilling that need for 

all. Fairly and decently housing everyone in our region would 

be a huge step toward repairing past harms, from discrimi-

natory rental practices to predatory lending, from real estate 

restrictions to thoughtless development. We must amend 

policies that hold us back to enable a healthy housing 

market with abundant options to meet the needs of all  

who hope to live in our region.

Since the 1960s, the Boston Foundation has been deeply 

committed to supporting community efforts to address  

the desperate and ongoing need for affordable housing  

and to increase housing stability. Our commitment to that 

important work will continue with renewed vigor and focus. 

— 	 M. Lee Pelton
	 President & CEO 

The Boston Foundation

[ PREFACE]

‘‘‘‘Fairly and decently housing 
everyone in our region would  

be a huge step toward repairing 
past harms, from discriminatory 

rental practices to predatory 
lending, from real estate 

restrictions to thoughtless 
development. ”
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Core Metrics

1.	Regional Context and Demographics

2.	Supply

3.	Prices

4.	Affordability

5.	Instability

6.	Subsidized Housing

7.	Policy Round-Up

Aja Kennedy, Peter Ciurczak, and Luc Schuster
Boston Indicators, Boston Foundation



We start the 2023 Greater Boston Housing Report Card by looking at the 

people who have been lucky enough to find housing in the region, and 

how that’s changed over time. Those who have found housing live in one 

of the most vibrant and dynamic regions in the country. All too often, 

however, many who want to enjoy and add to the region’s assets are 

frustrated by prohibitively high housing costs. This forces many to stretch 

their household budgets thin, crowd into substandard housing, or move 

out of the area entirely. 

The analysis in this section relies heavily on population data for 2022, a year 

when the region was recovering from the pandemic, though with some 

way left to go. After some unique population shifts during the height of  

the pandemic in 2020, the region experienced two consecutive years of 

population loss in 2021 and 2022. These losses were an acceleration of 

trends seen pre-pandemic, as domestic outmigrants of all education and 

income levels had already begun leaving the region. In the past, these 

declines have been offset somewhat by international migration to Greater 

Boston, but even though the number of international migrants doubled 

between 2021 and 2022, it was not enough to fully offset the loss of  

longer-standing residents to other parts of the country. Indeed, these are 

individuals who could have been contributing to the social vibrancy and 

economic dynamism of our region, benefiting us all. But instead, they  

are strengthening communities elsewhere.

Other multi-decade trends appear to be continuing. While many of our 

communities continue to grow more racially diverse, for instance, the 

region’s higher-income suburbs lag its cities. Black and Latino population 

increases remain concentrated in only a few communities. 

Key findings from this section include:

➲	 After steady increases, Greater Boston’s population declined two 

years in a row.

➲	 International migration to the region continues to help offset losses 

from people moving away.

➲	 Domestic out-migration from Greater Boston has increased.

➲	 Greater Boston continues to grow more racially and ethnically 

diverse.

➲	 Greater Boston remains segregated by race and income.

1.
Regional Context and Demographics

GREATER BOSTON HOUSING REPORT CARD 2023   |  7
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Note on our use of MAPC “Community Types” 

In this edition of the Greater Boston Housing Report Card, as in last year’s, we aggregate much of the municipal-level data 

to one of five community types based on an approach developed by the Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC).1 

Cities and towns are categorized using a mix of factors including land use and housing patterns, demographics, and 

recent growth trends. Under this approach, we analyze cities such as Lawrence and Brockton, for instance, 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.

Community types used in this report generally align with the following descriptions:

DEVELOPING SUBURBS  Well-defined town centers and low-density towns with room to grow 

MATURING SUBURBS  Higher-income towns

METRO CORE COMMUNITIES  High-density inner cities

RURAL TOWNS  Small, scattered population; slow growth 

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

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

FIGURE 1

Boston

Developing Suburbs

Maturing Suburbs
Metro Core Communities
Regional Urban Centers
Rural Towns
Streetcar Suburb

Map: Boston Indicators
Source: Metropolitan Area Planning Council
Map data: MassGIS
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After significant growth through 2020, Greater Boston’s 

population has now declined for two consecutive years, 

losing just over 36,000 residents from 2020 to 2022 (roughly 

1 percent) (Figure 2). The region’s population dropped a bit 

more in 2021, with the continued decline in 2022 mitigated 

somewhat by an uptick in immigration and an increase in 

births.

[ REGIONAL CONTEXT AND DEMOGRAPHICS ]

After steady increases, Greater Boston’s population declined two years in a row.

FIGURE 2

Population of Greater Boston
Five-county definition of Greater Boston, including Essex, Middlesex, Suffolk, Norfolk, and Plymouth

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020* 2021 2022
4.05M

4.1M

4.15M

4.2M

4.25M

4.3M

4.35M

4.4M

4.45M

4.5M

2010
4.15 million

2015
4.35 million

2019
4.43 million

2020
4.49 million

2022
4.45 million

* Population estimates restart each census year (in 2010 and 2020), and thus should not be viewed as a continuation of the previous 
   10 year estimates. 
Source: 2010–2022 Minor Civil Division Population Estimates, UMass Donahue Institute

Figure 3 shows how these population changes played out 

across the region. Between July 2020 and July 2022, most 

municipalities north and west of Boston saw population 

declines, while Boston saw the greatest loss, of around 

21,000 (3.1 percent). It should be noted that city officials in 

Boston think 2020 Census counts, and by extension 2021 

and 2022 estimates, exaggerated the city’s population 

losses. And while the city has succeeded in challenging the 

Census Bureau—adding another 6,500 residents to the 

2020 count—population estimates will reflect this addition 

starting in 2024, but do not do so here. 

Where some municipalities have seen growth in the last  

two years, it has largely been concentrated in towns far  

from the metro core, where housing prices have tended to 

be lower.2 Plymouth is worth highlighting here, growing by  

3,251 residents (5.3 percent) between 2020 and 2022. Among 

municipalities in the urban core, Medford experienced the 

greatest increases over the last two years, growing by nearly 

5,000 residents (8.3 percent). See the online data supple-

ment for more town level data on population change.
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FIGURE 3

Population Change by City/Town, 2020-2022

Map: Boston Indicators • Source: 2020-2022 Minor Civil Division Population Estimates, UMass Donahue Institute.

Percent change in population.

−6.1% 0.0% 8.3%

Led by Plymouth, South Shore  
communities grew across the pandemic. 

Medford grew by 8.3% across the 
pandemic, making it the fastest growing 
city in Greater Boston.

Most Metro West 
communities lost
population between 
2020 and 2022.   

The cluster of communities around 
Franklin saw some of the largest 
growth rates across the pandemic.   
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[ REGIONAL CONTEXT AND DEMOGRAPHICS ]

If not for prior increases in international migration, Greater 

Boston would have started losing population well before the 

onset of the pandemic. For years, immigrants from abroad 

have helped offset the loss of longer-standing residents 

due to declining birth rates, deaths, and decisions to move to 

other parts of the state or country. The pandemic disrupted 

this pattern considerably, as can be seen the graph below, 

which presents data from the Census Bureau’s Population 

Estimates Program. Net domestic and international migra-

tion slowed significantly in 2020, and while domestic 

out-migration picked back up in 2021 (likely due to work-

from-home policies during the pandemic and fewer 

residents moving in),3 increases in international migration 

only partially mitigated these losses (Figure 4). Also likely 

contributing to these declines is the region’s ongoing 

housing crisis, prompting some residents to move to states 

with cheaper housing, such as New Hampshire, Florida, or 

North Carolina.4

In 2022 however, the net number of new international 

migrants settling in Greater Boston more than doubled, 

likely including a surge of refugees who are making use  

of the state’s shelter system.5 And with fewer residents 

leaving the region, the net population loss is much lower 

than in 2021.

International migration to the region continues to help offset losses  
from people moving away.

FIGURE 4

International migration to Greater Boston has picked up over the 
past two years, while moves out to other parts of the US have accelerated.

Net migration to Greater Boston.

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

−50,000

−40,000

−30,000

−20,000

−10,000

10,000

20,000

30,000
International Migration

Domestic Migration

Net Migration Change

12.9k

34.5k

-38.8k

-14.5k

-51.7k

-49k

*

Note: Population estimates restart each census year (in 2010 and 2020), and thus should not be viewed as a continuation of the previous 
10 year estimates. Five-county definition includes Essex, Middlesex, Suffolk, Norfolk, and Plymouth Counties.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Estimates of the Components of Resident Population Change for Counties

0
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In recent years the number of people leaving the region has 

transformed, growing from a stream to a river. The gap 

between those moving to the region and those leaving the 

region is the highest it’s been in years, resulting in a net 

population loss of just over 53,000 residents in 2021 (Figure 

5). These trends likely gain momentum from the ballooning 

cost of housing in Greater Boston, as residents increasingly 

fail to find housing at their price point. The surge in out- 

migration in 2021 may also be capturing additional residents 

leaving due to pandemic-related causes like the increase in 

remote work.

It is not any one demographic group that is leaving Greater 

Boston, either. Working-age residents of every income level 

have been leaving at roughly similar rates, though there  

was a sharp separation in 2021. This broader movement 

away from high-housing-cost areas is evident elsewhere as 

well—such as in California, which is likewise losing residents 

of all income levels.6 Figure 6 details this movement in 

Greater Boston and reveals a particularly large drop in  

higher-income residents between 2019 and 2021 (2020 is 

excluded here due to data limitations). As of 2021, lower- 

income residents have lower net migration numbers than 

either middle- or higher-income individuals, although the 

trend is still net negative.

Greater Boston is also losing population at all education 

levels, despite the region’s status as a research and tech-

nology hub (Figure 7). Indeed, while colleges here educate 

tens of thousands of students annually, there are far more 

students graduating than jobs available, even within the 

region’s growing tech industries.7 Retaining these new 

graduates as they look for a job has unfortunately become 

even more difficult thanks to Greater Boston’s extraordi-

narily expensive housing market. 

But the region isn’t just losing college graduates. We’ve  

also lost residents without college degrees at similar rates 

over the past few years. 

Domestic out-migration from Greater Boston increased. 

FIGURE 5

The number of people leaving the region has 
increased significantly since 2011.

Total number of domestic migrants leaving and entering Greater Boston. 2006-2021.

2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021
130K

140K

150K

160K

170K

180K

190K

200K

Entering
Greater Boston

Leaving
Greater Boston

Net population 
loss to domestic 
out-migration. 

Note: Due to data limitations, Greater Boston here includes the counties of Worcester, Bristol, Middlesex, Essex, Suffolk, Norfolk and Plymouth. 
Data from 2020 is excluded due to its experimental nature.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2006-2021 1-Yr American Community Survey IPUMS, University of Minnesota.
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FIGURE 6

Greater Boston is losing residents of all income levels.
Rolling 2-year average of net domestic migrants by income level, ages 18-64. Greater Boston. 

Note: Greater Boston here includes Worcester, Bristol, Middlesex, Essex, Suffolk, Plymouth and Norfolk Counties. Low Income includes individuals
making under 200 percent of the federal poverty level ($55,500 for a family of four in 2022), middle income as those making between 200 and 
500 percent, and high income as those making more than 500 percent of the poverty level (more than $138,750 for a family of four in 2022). 
We are excluding 2020 1-yr data due to its experimental nature. 2021 data is averaged instead with 2019.

2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021

−10,000
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Middle Income

High Income

Low Income

−15,000

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2006-2021 1-Yr American Community Survey IPUMS, University of Minnesota

FIGURE 7

Greater Boston has been losing both college and 
non-college educated residents for a decade.

Rolling 2-year average of net domestic migrants by educational attainment, ages 24-64. Greater Boston. 

Note: Greater Boston here includes Worcester, Bristol, Middlesex, Essex, Suffolk, Plymouth and Norfolk Counties. We are excluding 2020 1-yr data 
due to its experimental nature. 2021 data is averaged instead with 2019.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2006-2021 1-Yr American Community Survey IPUMS, University of Minnesota
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It is important to note that the sample sizes this migration 

analysis relies upon are relatively small, especially as the 

aggregate number of people who move each year has 

declined.8 Due to these small sample sizes, we pool two 

years of data for each point in the two graphs above. Rather 

than looking at the specific numbers in the above graphs, it 

is most helpful to focus on the broader trends across years.
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For much of the 20th century, Greater Boston was over-

whelmingly White, with small pockets of Black, Asian, 

Latino, and Native American residents. Following the 

opening of federal immigration policy in 1965, paired with 

the increasing diversity and vibrancy of our local economy, 

Greater Boston has steadily become more racially and ethni-

cally diverse, especially in recent years. Most new arrivals to 

the region now hail from countries in Latin America, Asia, 

the Caribbean, and Africa. Figure 8 looks at net population 

change between 2010 and 2021, breaking these trends out 

by race on the left, and nativity on the right. Strong popula-

tion growth among Latino and Asian residents has helped 

to offset declines in our region’s White population, a decline 

largely the result of falling native-born birth rates and 

out-migration to other parts of the country. 

Greater Boston continues to grow more racially and ethnically diverse. 

We’ve also seen large increases in the number of people with 

multiple racial backgrounds. As we show in our 2021 report 

Multiracial in Greater Boston: The Leading Edge of 

Demographic Change,9 much of this increase is very real, 

with more families forming across racial lines. Some of this 

increase, however, is an artifact of back-end Census Bureau 

coding practices, which assign certain people (mostly 

Latinos) “Some Other Race” as a second race, even though 

these respondents themselves don’t identify as multiracial. 

See We’re Reporting Census Data All Wrong10 for more detail. 

Though growth among populations of color has been  

significant, it is not distributed equally across the region, 

reflecting exclusionary housing production patterns 

discussed elsewhere in this report. Figure 9 details this, 

showing population growth between 2010 and 2020 by 

FIGURE 8

Greater Boston’s population growth is driven by immigrants of color.
Net population change. Greater Boston. 2010-2021.

Note: “other” includes “Some Other Race Alone” and American Indian/Alaska Native. Asian American Pacific Islander (AAPI, White 
and Black are non-Hispanic.) Multiracial should be interpreted with caution due to changes in the Census Bureau’s coding practices
in 2020 that result in people who don’t identify as multiracial being included in this category.
Source: 2010 Census, 2010 American Community Survey (ACS), 2021 ACS 1-Year

-200,000

-15,0000

-100,000

-50,000

0

50,000

100,000

150,000

200,000

U.S.-BornForeign-Born

White

BlackOther RaceAAPIMultiracialLatino

Net Increase of 308,438 Net Increase of 308,438

184,517

123,921

-183,279

13,335
27,128

119,217

162,639169,398



GREATER BOSTON HOUSING REPORT CARD 2023   |  15

[ REGIONAL CONTEXT AND DEMOGRAPHICS ]

Population Growth by Race and Community Type
Greater Boston. 2010-2020.

Metro Core Communities

Streetcar Suburbs

Regional Urban Centers

Maturing Suburbs

Developing Suburbs

Latino Asian Black Other White

44,728

37,295

−5,813

33,953

−3,316

10,350

19,661

2,587

13,381

−15,574

72,855

18,280

20,583

43,063

−62,609

21,795

39,450

13,944

33,315

−35,576

14,714

16,077

6,216

27,718

−4,665

Note: White, Black, and Asian groups are single race alone, non-Latino. Latino can be of any race. Other here includes: 
Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders, Alaskan Native and American Indian, Some Other Race Alone and Two or 
More Races. In addition, a Census Bureau practice of assigning "Some Other Race" to respondents who write-in 
Latino-seeming countries of origin is leading to inflated "Other" totals starting in 2020.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2010, 2020 U.S. Census.

FIGURE 9
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community type. Note that we are using 2020 Census data 

here, as that is the most current dataset available at the 

level of detail we need for town-by-town analysis.  

Out of any group, the Latino population in Regional Urban 

Centers—cities that often feature thriving immigrant 

communities—grew the most, increasing by nearly 73,000 

residents. The White population in these cities also saw the 

greatest decline, down by nearly 63,000 residents. 

Another way to measure racial diversity involves using a 

measure called a “diversity index,” which calculates the 

probability of randomly selecting two people out of a 

broader population who differ from each other in race or 

ethnicity. This analysis (Figure 10) shows that diversity in all 

community types has increased in the past decade, but 

there’s still a wide range in absolute levels for 2020. In Metro 

Core Communities, someone might have a 71 percent 

chance of selecting two people at random from different 

racial or ethnic groups, quite a high probability. Suburban 

community types continue to lag considerably, however, 

with none reaching above 50 percent.

FIGURE 10

All community types have gotten more racially 
 diverse, although the suburbs continue to lag.
Diversity Index, which calculates the odds that two randomly 

selected people differ by race or ethnicity.

Developing Suburbs 16% 28%
Maturing Suburbs 25% 39%

Metro Core Communities 67% 71%
Regional Urban Centers 55% 65%

Streetcar Suburb 37% 49%

2010
|

2020
|

20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70%

Chart: Boston Indicators •  Source: 2010, 2020 U.S. Census.
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Greater Boston’s history is fraught with racially discrimin-

atory housing and lending policies, including redlining  

and race-based restrictive covenants, all of which have 

contributed to segregation by race and class. While housing 

discrimination based on race was outlawed in 1968, restrictive 

zoning policies persist to this day, maintaining the region’s 

racial and economic divisions. 

According to 2020 Census data, Boston ranks 24th for racial 

segregation11 among all large metropolitan areas, falling into 

the “high segregation” category. Zooming out to the state 

level, more than 60 percent of Massachusetts’ Black 

population resides in just 10 cities, with 52 percent in  

Boston, Brockton, Worcester, Springfield, and Randolph. 

Greater Boston remains segregated by race and income.

Just 10 cities are home to over half the state’s Latino 

population. 

Figure 11 looks at the concentration of Black and Latino  

residents in a small number of lower-income cities and 

towns. In Lawrence, where the median household income  

is $47,500, Black, and Latino residents make up 84 percent  

of the population. In contrast, the highest-income town of 

Dover has a combined Black and Latino population of less 

than 5 percent. Strikingly, there are no towns in the upper 

right-hand corner of this scatterplot, meaning that there’s 

not a single municipality in Greater Boston that has even 

moderately high incomes paired with a moderately large 

Black and Latino population share.

FIGURE 11

Cities and towns with higher shares of Black and Latino residents 
have lower median household incomes.

Median household income and share of municipal population that is Black or Latino. 
Relative population size indicated by bubble size. 2021.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2017-2021 5-Yr ACS

Note: Black population is single race alone, non-Latino. Latino can be of any race. The ACS records median household income 
only up to $250,000 (top-coded). Median household incomes that exceed this value are assigned $250,000 in the data.
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2.
Supply

A healthy housing market relies upon having enough housing to meet 

the needs of all families who hope to live in our region. This includes the 

availability of a diverse range of housing types—everything from large 

single-family homes to dense apartment complexes, from triple-deckers 

to small single-room occupancy units. Housing diversity ensures that 

people can enter the market at different price points, and that all house-

holds find units that match their needs, whether they are young adults, 

growing families, or elders looking to downsize. A housing stock that  

can meet the demands of all residents typically also consists of greater 

housing density near transit stops, near job centers, near walkable down-

towns, and near the best public schools.

Because new housing construction is a multi-year process, this Supply 

section looks at both the most recent data we have on emerging post- 

pandemic construction trends and longer-term trends across a few 

decades. We also explore data challenges with the sources we rely upon 

for measuring new housing construction, building on what we’ve learned 

over the course of researching previous Greater Boston Housing Report 

Cards.

Key findings from this section include:

➲	 Metro Core Communities have permitted more new housing 

construction than other community types.

➲	 Massachusetts lags other states in housing production.

➲	 Progress has been mixed on meeting varied housing production 

goals.

➲	 Vacancy rates, especially for rentals, remain extremely low in Greater 

Boston. 

➲	 Construction costs rose sharply after the onset of the pandemic and 

remain high.

➲	 The Building Permit Survey is a useful data source but has major 

shortcomings.

18  |  THE BOSTON FOUNDATION
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Permits for new housing construction generally increased 

regionwide over the past decade, with Metro Core 

Communities permitting far more than other community 

types (Figure 12). While starting from a smaller base, 

Regional Urban Centers saw steady increases until 2022 

when permitting fell off significantly. Permitting was more 

varied across suburban community types, with Streetcar 

Metro Core Communities have permitted more new housing construction  
than other community types.

FIGURE 12

Suburbs permitting the least. Overall, multifamily units  

also comprise an increasing share of newly permitted units 

across most community types. Given the population  

growth that the region has experienced, this seems to  

be a necessary trend. It’s notable that developing suburbs 

are still primarily building single-family homes, despite  

the urgent need for more housing. It is important to note, 

Greater Boston, 2012-2022.
Units Permitted Over Time by Community Type and Structure Type

Developing Suburbs Maturing Suburbs
Metro Core 

Communities
Regional 

Urban Centers Streetcar Suburb

2012 2017 2022 2012 2017 2022 2012 2017 2022 2012 2017 2022 2012 2017 2022
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Source: U.S. Census Building Permit Survey
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though, the issuance of multifamily permits can often 

precede completion of a project by many years. Given rising 

construction costs, it’s possible that multifamily housing 

production could slow considerably in coming years. 

Next, we show the 10 municipalities in Greater Boston that 

have permitted the most new housing during the years 

2018-22, according to the Census Bureau’s Building Permits 

Survey (Table 1). We cluster five years’ worth of data because 

housing permit data can be lumpy, especially in smaller 

towns, where a large development may get permitted one 

year with little else permitted in a subsequent year. 

Plymouth is unusual among the top performers in that it 

permits mostly single-family housing, though in more 

recent years Plymouth has increased multifamily housing 

permitting as well.

Table 2 looks at the number of newly permitted units as a 

percentage of 2017 housing stock (where 2017 housing stock 

is estimated from the ACS 2013-17 5-year survey), in order to 

adjust for city size. This approach privileges smaller 

suburban towns, which start from a lower base, but it is 

helpful for isolating which suburbs have permitted the most 

new housing in recent years. By this metric, Boston ranks 21 

out of 147 municipalities in Greater Boston. See the online 

data supplement for more town level data on housing 

production.

TABLE 1

Municipalities that Permitted the Most New Units, 2018-2022

City/Town Community Type
Single 
Family 
2018-22

Multifamily 
2018-22

Total Units 
2018-22

Single 
Family 
2013-17

Multifamily 
2013-17

Total Units 
2013-17

Change 
in Total 

Permitted 
Units

1 Boston Metro Core 
Communities 216 17,358 17,574 238 18,552 18,790 -1,216

2 Medford Streetcar Suburb 21 5,542 5,563 18 36 54 5,509

3 Plymouth Developing Suburbs 2,016 1,297 3,313 1,426 11 1,437 1,876

4 Cambridge Metro Core 
Communities 182 2,877 3,059 150 2,164 2,314 745

5 Weymouth Maturing Suburbs 122 1,445 1,567 268 774 1,042 525

6 Franklin Developing Suburbs 437 988 1,425 174 44 218 1,207

7 Quincy Regional Urban 
Centers 75 1,043 1,118 59 606 665 453

8 Everett Metro Core 
Communities 5 857 862 63 1,198 1,261 -399

9 Woburn Regional Urban 
Centers 221 603 824 172 28 200 624

10 Framingham Regional Urban 
Centers 220 578 798 310 666 976 -178

Source: Census Bureau Building Permit Survey
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TABLE 2

Municipalities that Permitted the Most New Units, 2018-2022,  
as a Percentage of Their Initial 2017 Housing Stock

City/Town Community  
Type

Single 
Family 
2018-22

Multifamily 
2018-22

Total  
Units  

2018-22

Single 
Family 
2013-17

Multifamily 
2013-17

Total  
Units  

2013-17

Change 
in Total 

Permitted 
Units

% Increase 
in Stock

1 Medford Streetcar 
Suburb 21 5,542 5,563 18 36 54 5,509 24%

2 Plymouth Developing 
Suburbs 2,016 1,297 3,313 1,426 11 1,437 1,876 12%

3 Franklin Developing 
Suburbs 437 988 1,425 174 44 218 1,207 12%

4 Millis Developing 
Suburbs 331 64 395 81 4 85 310 12%

5 Hopkinton Developing 
Suburbs 627 4 631 545 296 841 -210 11%

6 North 
Reading

Maturing 
Suburbs 69 462 531 114 0 114 417 9%

7 Lakeville Developing 
Suburbs 367 0 367 136 0 136 231 8%

8 Maynard Maturing 
Suburbs 23 354 377 73 35 108 269 8%

9 Walpole Developing 
Suburbs 126 590 716 179 8 187 529 8%

10 Wellesley Maturing 
Suburbs 239 437 676 370 0 370 306 7%

Source: Census Bureau Building Permit Survey
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The best approach for tracking new housing construction at 

the municipal level is by using counts of new housing permit 

issuances. Permits are issued prior to actual construction, so 

permit issuances are an imperfect proxy, and we discuss the 

limitations of this approach at the end of this section. 

According to Building Permit Survey estimates from the 

Census Bureau, Greater Boston’s housing production has 

been relatively consistent over the past decade, even experi-

encing some modest growth. Nonetheless, this level of 

production remains far below historic levels, as we show in 

Figure 13, produced by our colleagues at the Massachusetts 

Housing Partnership.12 Restrictive land use regulations 

contribute to the state’s limited ability to replicate higher 

levels of housing production seen in decades past.

Massachusetts lags other states in housing production.

FIGURE 13

Recent housing production growth leaves 
Massachusetts far below historic levels.

New housing units permitted annually in Massachusetts, 1960-present. 
Census Building Permit Survey.

Chart: Reproduced version of graph appearing in Massachusetts Housing Partnership 2023 Building Momentum Report

Source: U.S. Census Building Permit Survey
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Another useful way to analyze this data on building permits 

is to compare Massachusetts to other states. Even with 

modest permitting increases over the past 10 years, 

Massachusetts ranks near the very bottom of states in 

housing permits issued per capita, as of 2022 (Figure 14).  

The national rate for 2022 was 5 units per thousand residents 

and Massachusetts came in at exactly half this rate for 2022 

(2.5 units per thousand).
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FIGURE 14

Most states build substantially more housing per capita than Massachusetts.
Housing permits per 1,000 residents by state, 2022.

Chart: Reproduced version of a graph appearing in 
Massachusetts Housing Partnership 2023 Building Momentum Report.

Source: U.S. Census Building Permit Survey, U.S. Census Bureau Annual Estimates of the
Resident Population for the United States, Regions, States, District of  Columbia, and Puerto Rico
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Over the years, policy leaders have adopted a few different 

housing production goals that vary in their level of ambition. 

Perhaps the most ambitious of these is the Metro Mayors 

Coalition’s goal. This coalition of 15 municipalities in the 

urban core area announced in 2015 its goal to produce 

185,000 new housing units by 2030. This is a higher end goal, 

as it’s based on meeting housing demand that would arise 

in a high economic growth scenario for these communities, 

where new workers would move to the area for employ-

ment. Building Permit Survey data suggest that the 

coalition is behind the pace of housing production needed 

to achieve this shared goal, with a deficit of 43,262 units as  

of 2022 (Figure 15). 

Another housing production goal was announced in 2018 

by the Baker administration. Former Governor Charlie Baker 

aimed for 135,000 new housing units by 2025. The state 

remains largely on track to achieving this far more modest 

goal, which, if met, would not actually satisfy all  

of the state’s unmet housing demand. Meeting the Baker 

administration’s goal requires that all 351 cities and towns  

in the Commonwealth permit a collective 16,875 units per 

Progress has been mixed on meeting varied housing production goals.

year—only about 4,500 units more than the 15 cities and 

towns in the Metro Mayors Coalition seek to permit on their 

own. The state is on pace to meet this goal, but largely 

because it is far less ambitious. 

In October 2023, the Metropolitan Area Planning Council 

(MAPC) released new housing need projections which  

are likely to become the projections most referenced by  

advocates and policymakers, including the Healey  

administration. MAPC constructs these estimates by 

building on UMass Donahue Institute’s population growth 

projections and making assumptions about how this  

population will allocate itself into households and demand 

housing given available supply. Finally, MAPC targets a 

healthy vacancy rate for the housing market, and estimates 

how many units would be needed to achieve that target. 

Given these inputs, MAPC estimates that roughly 386,000 

units would need to be created statewide by 2050, or 

200,000 by 2030. MAPC also has these estimates at the  

local level, with 298,000 needed across the five-county 

Greater Boston region by 2050, or 154,000 by 2030.

FIGURE 15

 The Metro Mayors Coalition is not on pace to meet its ambitious 2030 production goal. 
The Metro Mayors Coalition (composed of 15 municipalities*) has set a 

housing production goal of 185,000 new housing units between 2015 and 2030.

Notes: The Metro Mayors Coalition housing production goal applies to 15 communities: 
Arlington, Boston, Braintree, Brookline, Cambridge, Chelsea, Everett, Malden, Medford, Melrose, Newton, Quincy, Revere, Somerville, and Winthrop.

Source: Census Bureau Building Permit Survey
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Homeowner and rental vacancy rates remain stubbornly low 

in Greater Boston compared to the 10 largest metro areas in 

the U.S. Between 2020 and 2022 homeowner vacancies have 

increased a bit, but they remain below 1 percent (Figure 16). 

Rental vacancies, however, continued to decline in 2022 

(Figure 17). Sharply falling rental vacancies and rising home-

owner vacancy rates may reflect broader forces at play 

during this inflationary period. As rising mortgage rates 

increase monthly mortgage costs for new homebuyers, 

many of those would-be homebuyers instead remain 

renters, gobbling up the supply of rental units and driving 

down the rate of rental vacancies.

Experts sometimes benchmark these vacancy rates against 

a measure of the “stable” or “natural” vacancy rate.13,14 The 

stable vacancy rate acknowledges that even in a case where 

supply meets demand, there will be some level of vacancies 

due to frictions in the market. Generally, a vacancy rate 

Vacancy rates, especially for rentals, remain extremely low. 

above the stable rate will favor homebuyers or renters who 

search for housing, and a lower vacancy rate will favor sellers 

or landlords. Therefore, one cause of recent housing price 

increases is the lack of rental and for sale units on the market 

at any given point in time. A higher vacancy rate in our 

region would allow for more opportunities for homebuyers 

and renters to find housing options that suit their needs in 

terms of location, unit size, price point, or other 

characteristics.

Another useful measure of housing market dynamism 

involves looking at how long homes sit listed on the market 

before reaching a sale agreement. Listings for homes in the 

Boston MSA in August 2023 lasted only slightly longer (37 

days) than they did in August 2022 (35 days) or August 2021 

(31 days).

FIGURE 16 FIGURE 17

Homeowner vacancy rates increased
in 2022, but remain below 1 percent.

Homeowner vacancy rates in the 
ten largest Metropolitan Statistical Areas.
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Rental vacancy rates in the Boston 
area decreased further in 2022.
Rental vacancy rates for the 10 largest 

Metropolitan Statistical Areas.
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Nationally, the cost of construction materials rose sharply 

after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 18). 

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, construction 

costs hit their peak in May 2022. Since then, growth has 

slowed, but costs have plateaued at just below these record 

Progress has been mixed on meeting varied housing production goals.

FIGURE 18

highs. As construction costs go up, fewer new projects will 

be financially viable, and we might see developers of existing 

projects take a longer time to construct properties as they 

run into financing challenges.

Construction costs have increased by almost 50 percent 
since the onset of the COVID pandemic.

Producer Price Index for Construction Materials in the U.S., January 2000 = 100.

Source: U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics Producer Price Index
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Indeed, data do show lengthening timelines for residential 

construction. The number of residential  

units that are in the construction pipeline is growing, and 

evidence suggests that this is due to lengthened 

construction timelines. The number of residential units in 

the Northeast region that are authorized, but for which 

construction has not yet started, are at historic highs  

(Figure 19). One local housing administrator also shared  

with the research team that their municipality’s agency has 

seen recent increases in the number of permits that are 

stuck in the “ready-to-issue” phase. These are permits that 

the municipality is ready to approve, but is waiting for the 

project developer to pay the permitting fee to issue the 

permit. Recently, more developers are taking longer to pay 

that final fee, indicating that developers are experiencing 

unanticipated delays in the project. If there are many of 

these “ready-to-issue” but not yet authorized permits in the 

pipeline, the graph below may actually underestimate the 

extent to which housing production has slowed. Especially in 

the case of multifamily units, projects take time to build, so 

the full effects of these types of slowdowns on the housing 

stock have yet to be seen.

FIGURE 19

Residential units authorized but not started 
have reached historically high levels.

Monthly counts of authorized residential units in the Northeast region 
for which construction has not yet started, January 1990-July 2023.

Source: U.S. Census Survey of Construction
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Most analyses of new housing production at the municipal 

level rely on data from the Census Bureau’s Building  

Permit Survey (BPS). BPS is an annual survey that provides  

estimates of new privately-owned15 housing units 

permitted as well as the type of housing and the value of 

these units (in our context, we can think of a jurisdiction as a 

municipality). The Census gathers these estimates through 

a voluntary survey that asks municipalities to report their 

permitting activity at least once each year. 

Ultimately, though, despite being the most suitable source 

for the town-by-town analyses we present in the Greater 

Boston Housing Report Card, BPS serves only as proxy for 

actual housing construction and has some significant flaws. 

After release of the Greater Boston Housing Report Card in 

previous years, local leaders have noted large discrepancies 

in housing permit data that we’ve presented, where BPS 

estimates do not reflect the reality of housing production  

in their municipalities. To help put this data into broader 

context, we conclude this section on supply with a more 

detailed discussion of these data nuances and limitations.

First, let’s detail some limitations of the Building Permit 

Survey data:

UNDERREPORTING OF PERMITS: The reliability of what 

the Census Bureau reports out depends upon the quality of 

data submitted in the first place, and it’s clear that many 

municipalities report their data inconsistently. A 2018 study 

conducted as a part of the state’s Housing Choice Initiative 

found that among the 69 communities submitting data to 

be considered for the state’s special Housing Choice desig-

nation, BPS undercounted new housing units by about  

14 percent on average between 2013 and 2017.16 Since the 

study, the Housing Choice Program has led an effort to 

educate local officials on how to properly report permitting 

activity to the state and to improve review of the data that 

municipalities submit to University of Massachusetts 

Donahue Institute during the reporting process. 

The Building Permit Survey is a useful resource but has major shortcomings.

In cases where a municipality does not report its permit 

issuances, census statisticians impute the missing data, 

often by assuming the current year’s estimates will be equal 

to estimates in the most recent year in which a municipality 

did report. Imputation may be the best option when data is 

missing, but with the prevalence of non-reporting in the 

Greater Boston area, we see great discrepancies between 

reported and imputed data. From 1990 to 2022, at least 14 

percent of permitted units BPS counts in Greater Boston are 

imputed counts from missing observations. For 11 munici-

palities in Greater Boston, that number is over 50 percent.17

To demonstrate this, we chose one municipality from 

Greater Boston as a case study, which we have anonymized 

for the sake of illustration. Table 3 shows reported BPS  

estimates between 2018 and 2022 along with the actual 

numbers reported from the municipality. In this case, the 

municipality only reported permitted units in 2019, but over 

the past five years, BPS has reported that it has permitted 

three times as many units as it actually reported, due to this 

imputation procedure. This discrepancy does not neces-

sarily mean the municipality has not permitted new housing 

TABLE 3

Imputed BPS estimates and  
reported numbers of permitted units  

have major discrepancies.
BPS estimates and municipal report of  

total units permitted 2018-22 in a  
selected case study municipality

Survey Year
Units Reported by 

Municipality to 
Census Bureau

Official BPS  
Estimate

2018 19 19

2019 1,780 1,780

2020 1,199 0

2021 1,667 0

2022 898 0

Source: U.S. Census Building Permit Survey
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units in years 2020 to 2022, but absent regular reporting by 

that community we have no way of knowing for certain.

UNCOUNTED PERMITS OR DOUBLE COUNTED 
PERMITS: Reported data also may contain inaccuracies. 

First, although multifamily housing is intended for residen-

tial use, multifamily housing permits are categorized as 

commercial permits. This quirk can lead to some error in 

municipal reporting if authorities fail to include those 

commercial permits in their counts of newly permitted resi-

dential units, meaning survey responses would undercount 

permitted units. Second, double counting may inadver-

tently occur. If a building permit is issued but no units are 

ultimately built, a count of building permits may include 

units that are never actually constructed. This case would 

be more typical for a single-family home rather than for a 

multifamily structure. Due to the higher costs associated 

with multifamily structures, once a structure has reached 

the point in the process at which it is issued a permit, it typi-

cally is ultimately constructed.

GROSS VERSUS NET NEW HOUSING SUPPLY: 
Building Permit Survey estimates are intended to represent 

the gross number of new units permitted in each munici-

pality, ignoring whether existing housing was torn down  

to build those new units.18 This is slightly different from  

estimating the net change in number of housing units, 

which is more often the concern of housing researchers  

like us. This distinction is most relevant in suburban areas 

where it’s common to tear down old single-family homes 

and build larger, more expensive ones in their place. This 

type of housing construction shows up as new permitting 

under the BPS, but doesn’t actually represent any net  

new housing. 

LIMITED TYPOLOGIES REPORTED IN BPS:19 BPS 

reports only a few categories of housing types: single- 

family units, units in duplexes, units in three- to four-unit 

structures, and units in structures with five or more units. 

Having this simple approach helps mitigate the risk of  

inaccurate reporting, but it also limits the detail available  

to researchers and policymakers. For instance, BPS data 

lumps together detached homes and attached townhouse 

homes into the single-family category. Furthermore, 

instructions are unclear as to how municipalities should 

report accessory dwelling units. Finally, three- and four-unit 

structures are grouped together in a single classification, 

and all structures with five or more units are lumped 

together in a single category.



3.
Prices

A year ago, when we released the 2022 Greater Boston Housing Report 

Card, the housing market appeared to be at a point of inflection. 

Inflation was near multi-year highs and mortgage rates had more than 

doubled in less than a year; it looked like we might be headed into a 

housing market correction with declining prices. This has not happened. 

Though consumer inflation has cooled off considerably, mortgage rates 

remain high. The for-sale market has slowed. High mortgage rates have 

resulted in fewer homes going on the market for sale. And with this 

reduced inventory of homes for purchase, actual sale prices have 

continued to tick up. Increases in home prices and mortgage rates have 

pushed would-be homebuyers out of the market, further crowding the 

rental market and driving up rental prices. With the exception of a quick 

dip in rental prices for a few months after the onset of the pandemic, 

rents have risen continually for several years, continuing into mid-2023.

If there is good news, it is that the pace of inflationary pressure in the 

housing market shows early signs of slowing. Home sale and rental 

prices continue to climb in much of the region, but that ascent has 

slowed from its most extreme pace, and in some places, home values 

have even come down slightly in 2023 compared to 2022. On the bright 

side of this picture, the economy hasn’t entered recession, but the harsh 

reality is that renters and potential new homeowners have found almost 

no relief. Most troubling, these trends have exacerbated an already diffi-

cult situation for lower income residents in search of affordable housing 

options.

Key findings from this section include:

➲	 Mortgage rates have shot up in the past two years.

➲	 Home prices have slowed their climb but continue to rise. Home 

sales have fallen throughout much of the region. 

➲	 Home values continue to rise overall across all community types.

➲	 Rents and home values remain elevated, although rates of increase 

have slowed.

➲	 Boston continues to have among the most expensive rents in the 

nation.

➲	 Black and Latino families remain far less likely than White or Asian 

families to own homes in Greater Boston.
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The sale price of a home is only one factor contributing to 

the expense of owning a home. A second major factor is  

the interest rate on the home loan acquired to make the 

purchase. Here we show the average interest rate for a 

30-year fixed rate mortgage back to 2000, showing that 

rates more than doubled from a relative low point of 2.98 in 

July 2021 to a high of above 7 percent in late 2022. This kind 

of sudden and rapid ascent in mortgage rates hasn’t been 

seen since the 1980s.20 

Mortgage rates have shot up in the past two years.

Figure 20 shows the federal funds rate, demonstrating  

how fluctuations in mortgage interest rates in the last five  

to seven years have largely coincided with changes in the 

interest rate targeted by the Federal Reserve. Near the onset 

of COVID, the Fed lowered the federal funds rate near zero in 

order to counteract the contractionary economic impact of 

the pandemic. In early 2022, however, the Fed began to 

pursue a policy that encouraged contraction and the federal 

funds rate began its climb. In line with the continuous 

increase in the federal funds rate (and the rise of inflation 

more generally), mortgage rates climbed dramatically. 

FIGURE 20

Mortgage interest rates remain elevated,
following increases in the federal funds rate.

30-Year Fixed Rate Mortgage Average and Federal Funds Rate. Weekly. United States.
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Here we focus just on units that have been sold over the 

past few years. First, using statewide data from the Warren 

Group, we see that despite small dips in August of 2023, 

both single-family and condo sale prices are up somewhat 

over the past year, continuing their upward trend of the past 

three years (Figure 21). 

Home prices have slowed their climb but continue to rise.  
Home sales have fallen throughout much of the region.

FIGURE 21

Sale prices have risen 
over the past three years.

Median sale price in Massachusetts by 
property type. Monthly, Sep 2020-Sep 2023.

Source: The Warren Group
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Single-family home prices remain 
elevated in many places regionwide.

Percent change in year-to-date median sale price 
for single-family homes from 

September 2022 to September 2023.
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FIGURE 22

The data in Figure 22 focus on price changes for single-

family home sales over just the past year. On aggregate, 

prices increased regionwide, but with some obvious varia-

tion town by town. Please see the online data supplement 

for specific values at the town level.
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As we noted in the Supply section, a factor driving 

continued price increases despite rising mortgage interest 

rates is the decline in the total number of homes going up 

for sale. Figure 23 shows that the total number of single-

family homes sold has decreased across all community 

types over the past year. Condominium sales exhibit the 

same pattern, with sales falling across all community types 

FIGURE 23

Sales of single-family homes have fallen across all community types.
Number of sales of single-family homes by community type, September 2022 and September 2023.
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from August 2022 to 2023. Rising interest rates don’t only 

increase the cost of homebuying for first-time homebuyers 

but also for people looking to sell their current home and 

buy another, making existing homeowners less likely to 

consider moving and freeing up some much-needed 

housing stock. See the online data supplement for more 

town level data on median single family sale prices.
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Here we focus on estimated value of all homes rather than 

sale prices of homes that are sold. We show changes in the 

value of a typical low-, mid-, and high-tier home in each 

community type (Figure 24), where each tier refers to a third 

of the value distribution. Some of the differences in home 

values across community types will be due to the different 

Home values continue to rise overall across all community types.

FIGURE 24

housing typologies present and other characteristics of the 

housing in each type of community. Trends are similar 

across all three tiers and community types, though especially 

for low- and mid-tier homes. Prices in Streetcar Suburbs and 

Metro Core Communities appear to be growing faster than 

in other community types. 

* Note: Zillow does not have data for Boxborough or North Reading.

** Notes: 1. The value for high-tier Metro Core Community Homes ($739) is surprisingly low because there are just 7 values for MCC 
high-tier home values—sub $700k for Revere, Everett, and Chelsea, and $1.2m + for Boston, Cambridge, and Somerville. Malden ($739k) 
is right in the middle, thus the median is $739k.  2. Zillow does not have data for Boxborough or North Reading. 

Source: Zillow ZHVI
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not fully developed a year ago. Home value growth has  

been slowing since late 2021 following its astounding peak 

of 15 percent growth in August 2021. And while Zillow’s rent 

data features some gaps in spring and fall 2020, we do see 

that rent growth peaked in November 2021 and the rate of 

growth has generally slowed since then. It’s important to 

stress, however, that both of these lines remain above 0, 

meaning that rents and home values continue to increase, 

just at somewhat slower rates than in 2021 and 2022. 

To assess growth in rent and home values in the Boston 

MSA, we make use of Zillow’s Home Value Index (ZHVI) and 

Zillow’s Observed Rent Index (ZORI), which estimate typical 

rents and home values for the Boston metropolitan area. 

From these data, we calculate year-over-year increases, 

presented in Figure 25. Zillow’s August 2021 estimate, for 

example, indicates how much greater average home values 

were in August 2021 compared to August 2020. Even with 

incomplete data, our analysis this year tells a story that was 

Rents and home values remain elevated, although rates of increase have slowed. 

FIGURE 25

Post-COVID rents and home prices have slowed their 
increases, but mostly haven’t yet turned to decreases.

Annual percent change in Zillow Home Value Index for a typical home 
and Zillow Observed Rent Index for a typical unit. Boston MSA.

Note: Modeled after Joint Center for Housing Studies' chart in their 2022 America's Rental Housing report. 
Percent change reflects year-to-date percent increases for each calendar month. ZORI has missing values 
for Boston May-October 2020 and May-October 2021.

Source: Zillow ZHVI
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Since 2022, rents have continued their surge locally, and 

Boston has nearly overtaken even Los Angeles when it 

comes to typical rent prices, as estimated by Zillow’s 

Observed Rent Index (Figure 26). This puts Boston as the 

third most expensive rental market among the 11 most 

populous MSAs in the nation, behind New York City and just 

behind Los Angeles. Among the 50 most populous MSAs, 

Boston ranks fourth, behind New York, LA, San Francisco, 

and San Jose.

Boston continues to have among the most expensive rents in the nation.

Next, we look at how rents have changed at the more local 

level within Greater Boston across three different time 

periods—from March 2020 (capturing roughly the height of 

the pandemic) to September 2022 (capturing two years of 

recovery from the pandemic) and September 2023 

(capturing a much more recent moment in time) (Figure 

27). We see that rents have increased across the board in all 

ZIP Codes available in Zillow’s data, with rents in at least one 

Boston neighborhood exceeding $4,000 a month. Regional 

Urban Centers continue to have the lowest prevailing rents, 

but even these neighborhoods now have typical rents 

exceeding $2,500 a month, as of September 2023.

FIGURE 26

Among the 11 largest MSAs in the nation, Boston has the 3rd highest average rent.
Zillow Observed Rent Index (Smoothed) All Homes Plus Multifamily Time Series 

data for the 11 largest metro areas, according to 2022 Census estimates. 
Overall rents, regardless of bedroom numbers.

Note: ZORI is missing June-October 2020 estimates for Boston, March-September 2020 estimates for New York, and June 2021 estimates for Miami.

Source: Zillow Observed Rent Index
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FIGURE 27

Rent changes throughout the pandemic.
Zillow Observed Rent Index (ZORI) in Greater Boston by ZIP Code. ZORI has limited 

coverage in Greater Boston, all available ZIP Codes in the region are represented.

Source: Zillow Observed Rent Index

Maturing Suburbs
Natick
Braintree

Regional Urban Centers
Woburn
Lowell (01852)
Beverly
Salem
Quincy
Quincy

Metro Core Communities
Boston - Downtown (02108)
Boston - Downtown (02446)
Boston - Chinatown
Boston - North End
Boston - Beacon Hill/West End
Boston - Mission Hill
Boston - Back Bay
Boston - South End
Boston - Roxbury
Boston - Dorchester (02114)
Boston - Dorchester Center
Boston - Dorchester
Boston - South Boston
Boston - East Boston
Boston - Charlestown
Boston - Jamaica Plain
Boston - Roslindale
Boston - West Roxbury
Boston - Allston
Boston - Brighton
Cambridge - Harvard/Fresh Pond
Cambridge - Central Sq/Cambridgeport
Cambridge - Porter Sq/N. Cambridge
Cambridge - East Cambridge
Somerville (02143)
Somerville (02144)
Somerville (02145)
Malden
Everett
Chelsea
Revere
Boston - Downtown (02109)
Boston - Fenway

Streetcar Suburb
Medford
Melrose
Brookline (02445)
Brookline (02446)
Waltham
Newton (02458)
Newton (02467)
Watertown
Arlington

1,600 1,800 2,000 2,200 2,400 2,600 2,800 3,000 3,200 3,400 3,600 3,800 4,000

Mar 2020 Sept 2022 Sept 2023

4,200

1,600 1,800 2,000 2,200 2,400 2,600 2,800 3,000 3,200 3,400 3,600 3,800 4,000 4,200

1,600 1,800 2,000 2,200 2,400 2,600 2,800 3,000 3,200 3,400 3,600 3,800 4,000 4,200

1,600 1,800 2,000 2,200 2,400 2,600 2,800 3,000 3,200 3,400 3,600 3,800 4,000 4,200



38  |  THE BOSTON FOUNDATION

CORE METRICS

When it comes to purchasing a home, price fluctuations 

have not altered the longer-term geography of homebuying 

in Greater Boston, with the racial distribution of home 

purchases closely mirroring existing patterns of residential 

segregation. The share of home loans going to Black or 

Latino families in each municipality in 2022 (Figure 28) is 

remarkably similar to estimates from 2020. Over 70 percent 

of first-lien home purchase loans in Lawrence went to Black 

or Latino homebuyers in 2022, 56 percent in Brockton, and 

48 percent in Randolph. These towns are outliers around the 

Black and Latino families remain far less likely than White  
or Asian families to own homes in Greater Boston.

region, as in much of suburbia, fewer than 5 percent of 

home loans went to Black or Latino borrowers. More town 

level information on this metric is available in the online  

data supplement.

Regional Urban Centers continue to lead in terms of diver-

sity of homebuyers, with more than 23 percent of home 

loans in these areas originated for Black or Latino borrowers 

in 2022, compared to about 15 percent of home loans in 

Metro Core Communities and between 4 and 7 percent for 

suburban community types (Figure 29).

Who owns their home varies greatly by race and ethnicity, 

with Black and Latino families far more likely to rent than 

own (Figure 30). Regionwide, 65 percent of Black residents 

and 70 percent of Latino residents are renters, compared to 

just 33 percent of White residents and 46 percent of Asian 

residents. These disparities exist across all community 

types, although gaps vary in size. In Streetcar Suburbs, the 

homeownership rate for White residents is about double 

that of Black and Latino residents. This pattern of racial 

disparity in homeownership has largely persisted 

unchanged in the last decade, as shown across the 2013-17 

and 2017-21 5-year ACS data sets.

Disparities in homeownership are both an important source 

and manifestation of the racial wealth gap. For low- and 

moderate-income American families, home equity is typi-

cally the largest store of wealth. It’s important to note, 

however, that when Black and low-income families can buy 

homes, it has historically been a less powerful wealth gener-

ator for them, due to factors like racial disparities in home 

assessments and predatory lending practices. But home-

ownership is still a powerful tool for wealth building, 

especially given federal tax benefits to wealth generated 

through homeownership.

 Share of home loans going 
to Black or Latino families. 

Share of all first-lien home-purchase loans 
for owner-occupied homes that went to Black 

or Latino adults by city and town. 2022.

Source: Consumer Financial 
Protection Bureau Home 
Mortgage Disclosure Act Data
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FIGURE 29

FIGURE 30

 Regional Urban Centers have more diverse homebuyers 
than other community types. 

Demographics of first-lien home-purchase loans originated 
by community type for owner-occupied homes in 2022.

Source: Consumer Financial Protection Bureau Home Mortgage Disclosure Act Data
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 Black and Latino residents are more likely to be renters 
than are White or Asian residents. 

Tenure by race or ethnicity of householder. Greater Boston, ACS Surveys 2013-17 and 2017-21.

Source: 2016-2020 American Community Survey 5-year Estimates, accessed via MAPC DataCommon
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4.
Affordability

The comparison of housing costs relative to income is what researchers 

think of as “affordability.” While housing costs can be higher in one 

region than another, so long as incomes are also higher, this may not 

necessarily lead to a housing affordability problem. Here we use a 

common approach for analyzing “housing affordability,” which considers 

a household “cost burdened” if it spends more than 30 percent of its 

income on housing costs. 

What we find in this section is that the region’s affordability crisis shows 

no sign of abating. More than half of Greater Boston’s renters in 2022 

were cost burdened, with increases felt across all income groups. 

Key findings from this section include:

➲	 The number of cost burdened renter households grew substantially 

in the last two years, leading to a record high.

➲	 The majority of Greater Boston renter households making less than 

$75,000 are cost burdened. 

➲	 More than half of renters and a quarter of homeowners in  

Greater Boston are cost burdened. 

➲	 Housing cost burden is widespread throughout Greater Boston,  

but not evenly concentrated.
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Unfortunately, because of data collection issues in 2020  

(i.e., the height of the pandemic), we cannot reliably  

calculate the one-year share of cost burdened rental  

households for 2020, though it may well have been signifi-

cant. Indeed, it’s possible the share of cost burdened 

renters in 2021 may have in fact declined from 2020.21  

Yet the pandemic disrupted data collection from that 

survey so completely that those results cannot be 

compared to previous or following years. Even still, the 

growth we record through 2022 is the largest sustained 

increase in more than a decade. Town level data on renter 

cost burden is available in the online data supplement.

[ AFFORDABILIT Y ]

For the first time in almost two decades, more renter house-

holds—51 percent—are cost burdened than not (Figure 31). 

The sudden economic shock of the pandemic precipitated 

this increase, resulting in a 2.6 percentage point jump in the 

share of these households between 2019 and 2021, and an 

additional 1.8 points between 2021 and 2022. Coming 

during the COVID-19 crisis, these increases meant that 

there was much less room for other essentials in many 

household budgets. 

The number of cost burdened renter households grew  
substantially in the last two years, leading to a record high.

FIGURE 31

Note: We exclude 2020 1-yr data here due to pandemic data limitations.

Source: 2005-2022 1-Yr American Community Survey

 

 More renter households are cost burdened now than at any point in the last 17 years. 
Share of renter households paying more than 30 percent of their income on rent. Greater Boston.
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When we further break out renters by income, we find large 

and steady increases in cost burden across nearly all groups 

over the last two decades (Figure 32). This growth has been 

especially concerning in the last couple of years. Between 

2019 and 2022 (excluding 2020 due to pandemic data limita-

tions), the share of renters making between $35,000 and 

$49,999 who are cost burdened increased 5 percentage 

The majority of Greater Boston renter households making less than $75,000  
are cost burdened.

FIGURE 32

points, while the share of cost burdened renters making 

between $50,000 and $74,999 increased a stunning  

17 percentage points. Higher-income renters haven’t 

escaped the steady growth in housing costs either. Just  

over one-fifth were cost burdened in 2022—an increase  

of 9 percentage points from 2019. 

Note: Note: 2020 1-Yr data excluded here due to pandemic data-gathering limitations.  

Source: 2005-2022 American Community Survey.

 

 Housing cost burden has increased for all income groups, 
especially lower-income groups.

Share of renter households paying more than 30 percent 
of their income on rent, by income group. Greater Boston.
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As of 2022, about half of renter households in Greater Boston 

are cost burdened (Figure 33, showing a slightly lower rate 

than Figure 31 above due to dataset difference). And while 

homeowners fare better than renters, 25 percent of home-

owners still have trouble meeting regular household 

expenses. Yet these burdens do not fall equally across racial 

or ethnic lines. Cost burden rates for White and Asian renters 

are a bit below 50 percent, while cost burden rates for Black 

and Latino households are at 55 and 57 percent, respectively.

Especially for renters, the lack of affordable housing can force 

significant tradeoffs. To stay in the region, families may choose 

to crowd into substandard housing or move further away 

from the urban core or save less for college and retirement.

Around half of renters and a quarter of homeowners in Greater Boston are cost burdened.

FIGURE 33 FIGURE 34

Note: White, Black, Asian and Pacific Islander are all single-race alone, non-Latino. Latino can be of any race. Other includes American Indian and Alaskan Native, 
Some Other Race Alone, and Multiracial non-Latino households. 
Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2022 1-Yr American Community Survey

Renters of all racial groups are 
significantly housing cost burdened.

Share of renter households by race paying 30-50% 
of income on rent, and share paying more than 

50% of income on rent. Greater Boston. 2022. 
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 Black and Latino homeowners are 
more cost burdened than other groups.

Share of owners by race paying 30-50% of income on 
housing costs, and share paying more than 50% of 

income on housing costs. Greater Boston. 2022. 
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For many households, homeownership is a source of 

stability. While homeowners may have large mortgages, 

monthly payments are usually locked in for the life of the 

loan, a useful hedge against future inflation.  Only one in  

four homeowners in Greater Boston spends more than  

30 percent of their income on housing costs (Figure 34). Still, 

there remain significant racial disparities, as around a third  

of Black and Latino homeowners are housing cost burdened, 

and almost one in five Black homeowners severely so. 

It’s important to note Figure 34 only looks at those who’ve 

been able to purchase a home at all. Decades of state and 

federal policies have privileged White homeownership22  

such that 67 percent of White households own their own 

homes, as compared to 35 and 30 percent of Black and  

Latino households, respectively.23
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Though cost burden comparisons by race and income 

groups are useful, it is also important to place these  

challenges in a geographic context. 

Figure 35 makes clear the scale of Greater Boston’s housing 

crisis. Towns with lower levels of cost burdened renters tend 

to be wealthier suburbs west of the city—towns like 

Wellesley, Weston, and Sudbury. Due in part to exclusionary 

zoning policies, these communities tend to have higher 

incomes and fewer rental units as a share of their overall 

housing market. By contrast, rental cost burdens tend to be 

higher in the immediate urban core—like Boston, Chelsea, 

and Everett—as well as in communities north and south of 

Boston—in places like Lawrence, Lynn, and Brockton. 

Housing cost burden is widespread throughout Greater Boston,  
but not evenly concentrated.

2017-2021 5-Yr American Community Survey.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2017-2021 
5-Yr American Community Survey.

 

 Renter cost burdens are generally 
higher north and south of Boston.
Share of renter households by race who are 

cost burdened (paying more than 30% of their 
income on rent). Greater Boston. 2021. 
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People deserve not only safe and affordable housing, but also stability, 

allowing them to live in one home for many years without having their  

lives uprooted by the need to move to a new home. With stability comes 

longer-term community ties and a more concrete sense of “home.”  

And while housing supply, prices and availability are all key components  

of a functioning housing market, these metrics can miss what it’s like for 

families on the verge of losing their homes. In this section then, we look at 

a collection of measures that paint a picture of who lacks stable housing 

and where they live throughout Greater Boston. In addition to data that 

look at eviction filing rates, foreclosures and counts of those experiencing 

homelessness, we have added two additional measures of instability  

this year. The first assesses the state’s shelter caseloads through to July 

2023, as these have increased significantly with the large numbers of 

international migrants arriving here, fleeing oppression abroad. The 

second focuses on the number of people living in overcrowded homes, 

which has also been increasing.   

Key findings from this section include:

➲	 Due to an influx of international migrants, the number of families in 

the emergency shelter system has risen dramatically in the past year. 

➲	 Black and Latino residents are much more likely to experience 

housing instability.

➲	 More renters are living in overcrowded housing now than a  

decade ago. 

➲	 As pandemic-era rental supports phase out, eviction filings  

have increased.

➲	 Foreclosure petitions have grown year over year.

5.
Instability
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the case in many other U.S. cities). Many of these families are 

waiting on work permits and lack stable housing. This trend 

largely began in the fall of 2022, and as of fall 2023, about 

half of the current family shelter caseload is made up of new 

arrivals from abroad.24 

Serving the new residents is a patchwork of hospitals, hotels 

and nonprofits across the state, but these resources are 

stretched thin caring for more households than they were 

ever designed for.25 Current demands on Massachusetts’ 

emergency shelter system are the biggest since the “Right 

to Shelter” law was passed in 1983, prompting Governor 

Healey to declare that as of November 2023, the state will 

“cap” placement in the system at 7,500 families, or 24,000 

individuals.26  She argues that is all the system can accom-

modate with existing funding and service providers. Once 

capped, new shelter-seekers will be added to a waitlist, with 

It’s true that factors like substance abuse and poverty are 

correlated with homelessness at the individual level, but the 

main reason why Greater Boston has higher homelessness 

as a region is that housing costs are out of reach for too 

many. Many other parts of the country have similar rates of 

substance abuse, and often far higher rates of poverty. But 

they still have much less homelessness because there is 

some low-cost housing available. It’s important to note that 

Massachusetts is a “Right to Shelter” state for families with 

children experiencing homelessness, meaning that most 

families without permanent housing are at least living 

temporarily in shelter paid for by the state, rather than 

resorting to living on the street or in their cars.  

The challenge of family homelessness In Greater Boston 

was exacerbated in the past year, as we’ve seen an uptick in 

international migrants arriving from abroad (as has been  

Due to an influx of international migrants, the number of families in the emergency 
shelter system has risen dramatically in the past year.

FIGURE 36

Use of the state's emergency assistance system increased dramatically in 2023. 
Number of families in emergency assistance shelters and hotels/motels. 

Massachusetts. July 2018-July 2023.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: Massachusetts Department of Housing and Community Development
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numbers to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development for inclusion in regular reports to Congress. 

Figure 37 comes from these counts, and though not totally 

up to date, it does provide a useful look at our overall distri-

bution of unhoused residents. In Greater Boston, most of 

these residents are in families, with individuals making up 

much smaller shares. This contrasts with national figures, 

where about three-quarters of all homeless are individuals, 

and the share of family homelessness has been declining 

since 2012.28

[ INSTABILIT Y ]

priority given to families facing health and safety risks. 

Healey also asked the federal government to expedite work 

permit applications so that new arrivals can begin working 

sooner, and find stable housing outside the shelter system.27

Unfortunately, the best resource for tracking the number of 

unhoused individuals and families over time—rather than 

just caseloads—does not yet reach into 2023. Every year, 

Greater Boston’s Continuums of Care—municipal or 

regional plans that include a variety of support services and 

housing to address homelessness—count all unhoused 

individuals in shelters and on the street and report those 

FIGURE 37

Note: Two of Greater Boston’s Continuums of Care performed only partial counts in 2021, potentially leading to lower counts overall. 
Some groups are not mutually exclusive. Chronically Homeless Individuals could include veterans, for instance. 

People in families make up most of the region's unhoused population.
Point-in-time counts of homeless populations. 2007-2022. Greater Boston.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: Annual Homeless Assessment, HUD Point-In-Time counts. 
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Data on housing instability are hard to come by; housing 

instability comes in so many forms, often invisible to those 

outside of a family. Fortunately, early in the pandemic, the 

Census Bureau recognized that we needed some better 

real-time data to help target supports, so it created the 

novel Census Household Pulse Survey, which is an ongoing 

survey that asks a range of related questions around 

economic security, including whether households have 

missed any housing-related payments over the previous 

month. 

Black and Latino residents are much more likely to experience housing instability.

From late 2020 through to 2021 (Phases 2 and 3), the Pulse 

Survey revealed large racial disparities on this question,  

with roughly a fifth of Black and Latino households missing 

housing payments (Figure 38). The most recent data, 

covering March to May of 2023, suggest that while there 

have been declines across all racial groups, reflecting the 

economic recovery, large disparities across racial groups 

remain. White households continue to be the least likely to 

have missed housing payments in Greater Boston, and 

Black households—at about five times the rate of White 

households—the most.

FIGURE 38

Note: White, Black and Asian are single-race only, non-Latino. Latino can be of any race. 

  Despite improvement in 2023, Black and Latino residents are 
still missing housing payments at significantly higher rates.

Share of households that have missed a mortgage or rent payment in the last month. 
Boston Metropolitan Statistical Area.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: Census Household Pulse Survey 
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Another measure of housing instability is residential over-

crowding, where more than one person per room lives in a 

housing unit. For households that find it difficult to stay in 

the region due to lack of affordable housing, crowding more 

people into a given home offers one strategy for stretching 

resources further. But overcrowding has other costs. 

Overcrowded homes were more likely to have higher rates 

of COVID transmission early in the pandemic,29 in addition 

to a range of other stresses placed on people living together 

in proximity.30 

Unfortunately, while we know that overcrowding has 

increased regionwide in the last decade, measuring this 

More renters are living in overcrowded housing now than a decade ago. 

increase at the city/town level is difficult due to small sample 

sizes in the American Community Survey. In Figure 39 we 

look at counties, finding that in Middlesex County, the 

number of overcrowded households has grown by 76 percent 

since 2010, to just over 10,500 households in 2022. Within the 

urban core—Suffolk County, in particular—the number of 

overcrowded households increased by half, from around 

5,600 in 2010 to over 8,600 in 2022. Counties with fewer rental 

households also have less overcrowding, but even in places 

like Plymouth and Essex, we’ve seen the number of over-

crowded households increase since 2010. On average, 

overcrowding increased by 65 percent from 2010 to 2022. 

FIGURE 39

Note: 2020 excluded due to data limitations.

 The number of overcrowded households has increased, 
especially in the urban core.

Renter-occupied housing units with more than one occupant per room. Greater Boston counties.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: 2010-2021 1-Yr American Community Survey  
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By 2023, much of the pandemic-era federal funding for rental 

supports and eviction prevention has been spent or returned 

to pre-pandemic levels. While federal funding was at its 

height, for instance, per household funding for programs like 

Residential Assistance for Families in Transition (RAFT) was 

increased and eligibility rules were relaxed. But RAFT has 

returned to being largely a state-funded program and has 

narrower eligibility rules once again.31

As pandemic-era rental supports phase out, evictions filings have increased.

As a result of these changes, the number of households 

receiving “summary process” eviction filings for non- 

payment of rent increased notably in 2023, almost 

reaching pre-pandemic levels (Figure 40). While these 

filings are not themselves evictions, they are a part of the 

eviction process where landlords file paperwork with a 

court to enforce a rental agreement. Though only a few 

summary process filings result in move-outs, the stresses 

FIGURE 40

  Eviction filings have increased since the end of the moratorium, 
and are just below pre-pandemic norms.

Landlords filing for eviction for non-payment of rent only. Greater Boston.

Note: These data do not represent executed evictions, nor do they include evictions filed for reasons other than non-payment of rent. 
The federal moratorium on evictions was struck down in late August 2021.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: Massachusetts Trial Court 
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that these filings put on families are significant, and there-

fore serve as an additional indicator of “housing instability.”

While there has been a lot of great work done over the last 

year to try to rein in evictions, there are still areas where 

more can be done; we do not have to return to programs 

and policies that have failed us in the past. In March, for 

instance, a pandemic-era program that prevented evictions 

so long as a tenant was applying for rental aid expired and 

was not renewed by the legislature.32 Despite this loss, we 

can still take forward with us lessons learned from across 

the pandemic to help stabilize housing for the region’s 

neediest residents. A community type analysis, as in 

Figure 41, is a useful way of identifying which communi-

ties—such as Regional Urban Centers—might benefit most 

from such interventions. Without this additional support, 

eviction filings may continue to increase, leaving more 

families with nowhere to go given a shelter system at 

capacity. Town level data on eviction filings are available in 

the online data appendix.

FIGURE 41

Note: 2023 (2022) eviction rates are calculated as a fraction of 2021 (2020) housing units per ACS 5-year estimates.

   Eviction rates are up across all community types in Greater Boston.
Change in eviction rate per 10,000 renter households. Jan-June, 2022 and 2023.
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Though owning a home is often a stable investment for 

households, homeowners can still experience housing 

instability. It is for this reason that the state enacted an  

eviction and foreclosure moratorium in the early months  

of the pandemic, with similar though less comprehensive 

efforts at the federal level. The statewide moratorium 

brought petitions to start a foreclosure process close to zero, 

but petitions began to increase again as the moratorium 

Foreclosure petitions have grown year over year.

ended (Figure 42). Even as these have increased post- 

pandemic, the absolute number of petitions remains  

relatively low—even when accounting for pre-pandemic 

levels. Compared to the early 2000s, mortgage lending 

protections implemented following the Great Recession 

have helped many more households retain their homes, 

even if they experience financial difficulties or other crises 

like we saw during the pandemic. 

FIGURE 42

Note: the Federal foreclosure moratorium was extended for federally insured loans through the end of September, 2021.

   Foreclosure petition filings have grown over the last two years, 
but largely remain below pre-pandemic levels.

Petitions to foreclose, by month. Massachusetts.

Chart: Boston Indicators • Source: MHP and the Warren Group
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6.
Subsidized Housing

Due to our regional housing shortage and the resulting pressure on prices, 

the price of most market-rate housing is out of reach for many of our 

region’s lower-income residents. And even if we made dramatic progress 

in moderating market-rate housing costs, common circumstances like 

unemployment, under-employment, disability, or old age would lead 

many families to need public support to pay for decent housing. One way 

government attempts to address this affordability crisis is through a 

variety of subsidized housing mechanisms, which provide housing at 

below-market prices to individuals who qualify based on their income, 

assets, and other factors.33

Data on subsidized housing in Massachusetts are notoriously scattered, 

incomplete, and sometimes downright inaccurate. But rather than let 

perfect be the enemy of the good, in this brief section we present a high-

level look at the data that do exist to help start a conversation (please see 

the Special Topic section of the 2022 Greater Boston Housing Report Card 

for a more detailed analysis of our region’s subsidized housing ecosystem 

than we provide in this shorter section). 

Specifically, we present data from the National Low Income Housing 

Coalition’s National Housing Preservation Database (NHPD), and the 

Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI), produced by the Massachusetts 

Executive Office of Housing and Livable Communities (EOHLC). It’s worth 

noting that better data collection is under way by Housing Navigator 

Massachusetts, a nonprofit that has created a new one-stop-shop website 

for families seeking the latest information on available subsidized housing 

units statewide. Through the process of creating the informational website 

for home-seekers, Housing Navigator has created an invaluable dataset  

for researchers on subsidized housing in Massachusetts, which it aims to 

make public in some form in the next year. Once available the data will 

allow researchers to go beyond crude counts of subsidized housing units 

to include more granular information on things like bedroom count, what 

income level the unit is available to, which units feature age restrictions, 

and which give preference to existing residents of that town. If feasible,  

we hope to include analysis of this Housing Navigator dataset in future 

Report Cards.
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Here we present estimates of subsidized housing provision 

at the municipal level, offering a sense of which communities 

have been most proactive in incorporating subsidized 

housing supports for lower-income families. Both data 

sources capture a majority of subsidized housing in the 

region, but each systematically misses important categories. 

Therefore, these should be interpreted as suggesting gaps 

that merit further investigation as better data become 

available.

In Figure 43, we use data from the National Low Income 

Housing Coalition’s National Housing Preservation Data-

base (NHPD) that aggregates many HUD datasets to  

provide a property and subsidy-level databases of properties 

subsidized by the federal government, including public 

housing units, LIHTC-supported units, and Section 8 

Project-Based Assistance Units.34 NHPD data do not 

include many housing units subsidized by the state, such  

as the approximately 27,000 state-aided public housing 

units in Greater Boston. Here, we present the most recent 

data available on the NHPD website, last refreshed in 

September 2023.

Data from NHPD show that subsidized housing units make 

up a much greater share of all housing units in Metro Core 

Communities and Regional Urban Centers than in other 

community types. Almost 15 percent of housing units in 

Metro Core Communities are subsidized, compared to about 

2 percent of units in all suburban community types. While 

communities like Brockton, Lawrence, Lowell, and Lynn 

have significant shares (over 10 percent each), Boston leads 

by far in terms of how much subsidized housing it has added 

to its stock. In fact, according to an analysis by the Mayor’s 

Office of Housing, the City of Boston may have done more  

to welcome and develop subsidized housing than any major 

city in the United States.35

Metro Core Communities and Regional Urban Centers appear to have 
incorporated more subsidized housing than higher-income suburbs.

Notes: Subsidized programs include, 
HUD Section 8, HOME, HUD Rural Housing Loans,
HUD Section 202, Public Housing, LIHTC, 
HUD Section 236, Mod Rehab, Project-Based 
Vouchers and HUD Insured Properties. National 
Housing Preservation Database accessed on 

Source: National Low Income Housing Coalition's 
National Housing Preservation Database; 2020 Census
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In Figure 44, we analyze the state’s Subsidized Housing 

Inventory (SHI). The SHI attempts to capture all subsidized 

housing in each municipality for the purpose of the state’s 

40B statute (which allows projects with affordable units to 

be approved under flexible rules if less than 10 percent of the 

town’s housing stock is subsidized). SHI is broader than the 

NHPD data set since it includes units developed with federal 

and state subsidizes, units created through Comprehensive 

Permits (40B), units funded by Massachusetts housing 

funding programs, and intentional “local actions” (such as 

inclusionary zoning) that lead to the creation, preservation, 

or rehabilitation of affordable housing.36 SHI also includes 

housing like group homes for people with developmental 

disabilities. 

Since market-rate units in many buildings with affordable 

units also get counted as “subsidized” for SHI purposes, the 

SHI often represents a large overestimate of actual subsi-

dized housing. There are different rules for adding market 

rate units to the SHI calculation depending on tenure, but 

for rental developments, the market rate units are included 

if at least 25 percent of units are occupied by households 

earning under 80 percent of the area median income (AMI), 

or at least 20 percent of units are occupied by households 

earning under 50 percent of AMI.37 For instance, if a building 

with 50 units contained only 13 subsidized units (which 

would be typical for a 40B development of that size), all  

50 units would be counted in the SHI. Likely as a result, 

affordable housing counts in many cities and towns appear 

much higher under the SHI than they do when looking at 

NHPD data. Nonetheless, there are still many cities and 

towns that fail to meet the 10 percent threshold.

Finally, another quirk of the SHI’s reporting of subsidized 

housing units as a percentage of housing stock lies in the 

fact that housing stock estimates rely on the decennial 

census, which means that they are not updated concur-

rently with the SHI. While published estimates for 2020 

computed subsidized housing units as a percentage of 

2010’s housing stock, newer 2023 estimates compute  

subsidized housing units as a percentage of 2020’s housing 

stock. With the total housing stock increasing somewhat 

between 2010 and 2020 in many communities, the 2023  

SHI estimate for most municipalities shows a decrease, as 

increases to subsidized housing didn’t keep up with 

increases in total housing stock. The median municipality  

in Greater Boston fell almost 0.4 percentage points on this 

metric, and these declines led 10 municipalities in Greater 

Boston (Acton, Cohasset, Concord, Haverhill, Holbrook, 

Malden, Natick, Randolph, Reading, Salisbury,) to fall below 

the 10 percent threshold required for a municipality to have 

the authority to reject a 40B permit application without 

appeal. On the other hand, three municipalities in the 

region shifted above the 10 percent threshold within  

the past three years (Peabody, Wenham, Wilmington).

Source: MA EOHLC Subsidized Housing Inventory;
2020 Census

 Subsidized Housing Inventory (SHI) 
units as a share of total units. 

Subsidized units according to MA Executive Office 
of Housing and Livable Communities as a share 

of total housing units by city and town. 2023.
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Increasing the supply of market-rate and subsidized 

housing is a critical priority for addressing our region’s 

housing crisis. In Table 4, we compare 2023 SHI estimates 

with those from 2011. EOHLC’s subsidized housing is 

updated every three years; we compare 2011 to 2023  

estimates in order to compare estimates that have occurred 

most immediately following an update of decennial census 

In the past 12 years, SHI changes have varied widely by municipality.

TABLE 4

Top 10 and bottom 10 SHI percent changes from 2011 to 2023.
Subsidized housing stock 2011 and 2023 per MA Executive Office of  
Housing and Livable Communities Subsidized Housing Inventory.

Municipality SHI% 2011 SHI% 2023 Percentage Point  
Change

Boxborough 1.16 11.35 10.19

Bridgewater 2.58 10.79 8.21

Hopkinton 3.3 10.99 7.69

Plainville 5.46 13.11 7.65

Wrentham 4.29 11.63 7.34

Sudbury 4.75 11.88 7.13

Westford 4.84 11.97 7.13

Medway 4.93 11.43 6.5

Cohasset 3.14 9.45 6.31

Wellesley 5.3 10.68 5.38

Pembroke 9.73 8.87 -0.86

Malden 10.5 9.37 -1.13

Weymouth 7.85 6.44 -1.41

Salem 12.37 10.21 -2.16

Cambridge 15.24 12.9 -2.34

Winthrop 7.78 5.43 -2.35

Ayer 8.52 5.97 -2.55

Revere 9.66 7.06 -2.6

Stoughton 13.86 11.06 -2.8

Everett 7.81 4.51 -3.3

Source: Source: MA EOHLC Subsidized Housing Inventory, Accessed via MAPC Datacommon

total housing unit estimates. We see large differences in  

the way subsidized housing stock has grown (or shrunk)  

at the municipal level in the past 12 years. Many, although 

not all, of the largest swings are in smaller municipalities 

where modest changes in aggregate totals can have a 

greater effect on percent change.



7.
State Policy Round-Up

To put a closer eye on efforts to address our region’s housing crisis, we  

are adding a state level policy round-up to this year’s Report Card. Here  

we focus on state policy because individual municipal-level reforms have 

not been sufficient for addressing our shared needs at scale. This round-up 

provides summaries of select policy developments that have occurred in 

recent years, and of proposals that are actively being considered but have 

not yet passed. Finally, because a variety of new state-level housing 

reforms have emerged elsewhere in the country, we end with a brief 

discussion of some that could inspire us here in Massachusetts.

There has been progress at the state level in recent years, including 

passage of the MBTA Communities upzoning law, as well as a host of 

COVID-related policies, including an eviction moratorium, dramatically 

expanded rental supports, and innovations like MassDREAMS, a 

down-payment assistance program which was funded through the  

use of temporary funding provided by the federal American Rescue  

Plan Act (ARPA). Up until October, however, our scan found few big ideas 

on the active agenda. 

For most of her first year in office, Governor Healey’s housing work focused 

on supporting local governments to comply with the MBTA Communities 

law and designing an administrative reorganization to create a new 

Executive Office of Housing and Livable Communities. Then in mid- 

October, a few days prior to our finalizing this report, Governor Healey and 

the new Secretary of Housing Ed Augustus released the administration’s 

Housing Bond Bill, which proposes large new housing investments paired 

with a range of zoning reform and other proposals that signal a greater 

level of attention to addressing our state’s growing housing crisis. This 

coming legislative session could prove especially important as legislative 

leaders consider the varied proposals that the Governor has now put on 

the table.
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APPROVED IN MASSACHUSETTS 
MBTA Communities
To help address our regional housing shortage, Massa-

chusetts adopted Multi-Family Zoning Requirement for 

MBTA Communities in 2021, requiring 177 cities and towns 

served by the MBTA to adopt at least one zoning district  

of “reasonable size” near public transportation where 

multifamily housing could be built. In 2022, the Department 

of Housing and Community Development issued detailed 

compliance guidelines. Communities with rapid transit 

access have until the end of this year to submit final plans  

to the state, and other community types have until the  

end of either 2024 or 2025. A community officially achieves 

compliance when its new zoning plan is submitted to  

the state and certified by the state as complying with  

MBTA Communities guidelines.

This law set new expectations of individual municipalities to 

contribute toward our shared regional housing needs, and 

some initially balked at having to comply, but state leaders 

have made clear that compliance is not optional. Attorney 

General Andrea Campbell issued an advisory stating that 

compliance with the law “is not only mandatory, it’s an 

essential tool for the Commonwealth to address its housing 

crisis along with our climate and transportation goals,” and 

in August 2023, the state announced that towns that fail to 

abide by the law could become ineligible for 13 state grant 

programs.38

After this initial wave of local concern, it appears that the 

vast majority of MBTA communities will in fact comply. 

Lexington39 was the first town to change its zoning laws in 

response to the guidelines, with many others actively40 

working on plans of their own. A couple of others are still 

resisting, with Holden, for instance, being sued41 for defying 

the law by refusing to submit a compliance action plan.

Stretch Code Update: Promoting Energy  
Efficient Buildings

Cities and towns in Massachusetts can choose one of three 

energy efficiency codes for constructing residential and 

commercial buildings. There’s a Base Code that complies 

with 2018’s international standards; a Stretch Code that 

went into effect in 2023 that blends 2021 international  

standards with state standards; and a Specialized Code  

that raises the bar for energy efficiency even higher. State 

officials say that low-rise residential buildings with electric 

heating and cooling systems should be cheaper to build  

and maintain than low-rise buildings that run on fossil fuels. 

However, a study released this summer by the Home 

Builders & Remodelers Association of Massachusetts says 

the new standards will raise housing costs. Nonetheless,  

as of January, some 300 cities and towns have opted for  

the mid-level Stretch Code, and as of late October,  

24 municipalities, including Watertown, Worcester and 

Wellesley, have opted in to the stricter Specialized Code. 

Funding Increases for HomeBASE and RAFT

Recognizing the instability that could result from the end  

of the state’s eviction moratorium and the phasing down of 

ARPA-funded rental supports, the state legislature doubled 

funding for HomeBASE from $25.9 million in FY 2022 to 

$56.9 million in FY 2023. HomeBASE provides financial 

assistance and stabilization services to either prevent 

families from becoming homeless in the first place or help 

them quickly re-establish stable housing. Over the same 

period, the state also dramatically increased funding for 

Rental Assistance for Families in Transition (RAFT) from  

$22 million to $100 million. RAFT provides temporary 

financial support to families who are at risk of facing 

homelessness. These funding increases are timely, 

especially during a time when the state’s emergency  

shelter system is at capacity and struggling to serve  

the needs of unhoused or housing-unstable families.

PROPOSED/PENDING IN 
MASSACHUSETTS
Housing Bond Bill
The Housing Bond Bill, updated every five years, authorizes 

investment in a variety of housing programs and initiatives 

and is one of the state’s most important pieces of housing 

legislation. In October 2023 the Healey-Driscoll 

administration filed its first housing bond bill, which 

featured $4.1 billion worth of investment as well as several 

notable proposed policy changes. Healey’s proposal differs 

greatly from the most recent $1.8 billion bond bill the Baker 

administration approved in 2018, both in dollar value and in 

the scope of its policy proposals. 
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Noteworthy policy proposals include a local option real 

estate transfer tax to fund local affordable housing 

development, legalization of accessory dwelling units  

by right in all single-family zoning districts statewide, and  

a new mechanism for tenants with eviction records to 

petition the court to seal their records in certain cases. 

Additionally, the bill provides funding for state-funded 

public housing and increases the budget for the Affordable 

Housing Trust Fund.

An Act to Promote YIMBY (S. 858 & H.1379)

YIMBY—or Yes in My Back Yard—is a movement to 

encourage new housing construction and is a reaction  

to longstanding NIMBYism, local not-in-my-backyard  

attitudes that have been influential enough to hinder or 

even prevent housing development in Massachusetts 

towns. In 2023 a coalition of YIMBY advocates worked with 

state legislators to introduce , which includes the following 

key elements: 

➲	 Legalizing accessory dwelling units (ADUs) as of right 

statewide

➲	 Expanding on the MBTA Communities upzoning law  

by requiring multifamily zoning, and removing parking 

mandates around public transportation and other  

suitable locations statewide

➲	 Creating a streamlined process for turning vacant land 

and commercial properties into multifamily housing

➲	 Allowing communities to adopt inclusionary zoning  

ordinances by a simple majority vote

➲	 Restricting the ability of municipalities to adopt septic 

regulations that limit housing development

➲	 Prioritizing the disposition of state-owned land for 

affordable housing construction. The bill also proposes  

a statewide goal of 427,000 new housing units by 2040, 

including 85,400 income-restricted units. The 

Legislature’s Joint Committee on Housing hosted a 

hearing on the bill in July of 2023, but it has not yet 

moved further in the legislative process. 

A Capital Investment Plan with  
an Eye on Housing

Governor Maura Healey and Lt. Governor Kim Driscoll have 

adopted a five-year, $14 billion Capital Investment Plan to 

address transportation, climate change, and housing 

production. The plan includes several housing investments, 

including the creation of the new HousingWorks program,  

a tool for supporting “housing development, preservation, 

and rehabilitation.” HousingWorks would combine and 

expand on existing programs to support the building of 

transit-oriented and climate-resilient affordable housing. 

The Healey administration wants to enable construction of 

“up to 300 new affordable housing units each year.” The Plan 

also includes funding for public housing reinvestment and 

existing state-level funds, such as the Housing Innovations 

Fund and Affordable Housing Trust Fund. 

An Act Codifying the Massachusetts Rental 
Voucher Program (S.888 & H.1351)

The Massachusetts Rental Voucher Program (MRVP) 

currently provides support to more than 10,000 households 

with low and moderate incomes. But as a recent report 

explains, that is just a small share of the estimated 585,000 

individuals and families who could be eligible for the 

program. Currently, MRVP is funded as a line item in the 

state budget and thus subject to potential changes each 

budget cycle. This legislation would codify the program in 

state law while simultaneously reducing the share of their 

income that participating households must pay toward rent, 

[ STATE POLICY ROU ND-U P ]

‘‘‘‘YIMBY—or Yes  
in My Back Yard— 
is a movement to  

encourage new housing 
construction.”



60  |  THE BOSTON FOUNDATION

CORE METRICS

zoning code and community organizers hope to expand 

AFFH zoning into other municipalities to help operationalize 

the AFFH clause of the Federal Fair Housing Act. A state-

level Office of Fair Housing within EOHLC would provide 

central capacity to oversee statewide adoption and 

implementation of fair housing policies such as Boston’s.

Rent Control

As rents increase, there’s been a growing policy debate 

around the efficacy of re-implementing rent control (or 

“stabilization”) in certain Massachusetts communities. 

Boston has filed a home-rule petition with the state 

legislature asking for authority to implement local rent 

control plans, and Somerville has expressed intent to follow 

suit. To date, the state legislature has not acted on Boston’s 

petition. A group of advocates is in the process of trying to 

get a state ballot question approved, which would give 

municipalities the authority to adopt local rent control plans 

in the future without state approval.

APPROVED REFORMS IN OTHER STATES
With housing affordability worsening in much of the 

country, a few state legislatures have stepped up to take a 

more assertive role in shaping housing policy. Below are 

short descriptions of some interesting examples from the 

last year or two, each of which could provide inspiration for 

us in Massachusetts. 

Vermont HOME Law

In June 2023, Vermont’s legislature passed a sweeping 

zoning reform bill that effectively eliminated single-family 

zoning. The HOME law allows duplexes in all single-family 

residential zones and three- and four-plexes in places that 

already have water and sewer services. The bill also reduces 

minimum parking requirements, places new limits on local 

appeals that can be used to slow or block affordable housing 

development, and allows developers to build up to 25 new 

housing units in special designated areas without going 

through the state’s established Act 250 review process.

requiring safety inspections, providing greater support to 

agencies administering the program, and improving data 

collection—policy changes that would align the MRVP 

more closely with the federal Section 8 program. 

Versions of the bill have been introduced since 2018. The 

Legislature’s Joint Committee on Housing hosted a hearing 

on the bill in September of 2023. 

An Act to Guarantee a Tenant’s First  
Right of Refusal (S.880 & H.1350)

The Tenant Opportunity to Purchase Act (TOPA) is enabling 

legislation that would allow cities and towns to guarantee 

tenants the opportunity to purchase the multifamily 

residential property in which they reside if the owner 

decides to sell the property. The goal of TOPA is to preserve 

naturally occurring affordable housing and prevent tenant 

displacement that can occur when a building is sold. Small 

landlords are exempt from TOPA as are below-market sales 

to immediate family members of the property owner. TOPA 

is modeled after policy in Washington, D.C. Versions of this 

bill have been filed in the Massachusetts House and Senate 

since 2019. 

An Act to Establish an Office of Fair Housing  
and Fair Housing Trust Fund (H.1377 & S.866)

A bill to establish an Office of Fair Housing was heard by  

the Joint Committee on Housing on September 27. This 

legislation42 would establish an office within the Executive 

Office of Housing and Livable Communities that would 

work to prevent housing discrimination in all its forms, 

including in lending, home sales, tenant selection, and 

other aspects of the housing market. More recently, 

Governor Healey included a proposal to form this office in 

her October 18 filing of the housing bond bill. Separately, at 

the municipal level, the City of Boston in 2021 enacted its 

Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing (AFFH) zoning 

amendment, which requires developers of proposed large 

residential developments to assess their project’s impact  

on marginalized communities and take proactive steps to 

mitigate harmful effects, such as adding affordability 

measures, building units with more bedrooms, and 

translating marketing materials into multiple languages. 

Boston was the first major city to include fair housing in its 
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Montana Zoning Reform

Montana garnered national attention in May 2023 when it 

passed a slate of zoning, land use, and building code reform 

bills43 aimed at making it easier to build new homes. The 

bills passed with bipartisan support in the state legislature, 

leading some to dub the housing reforms the “Montana 

Miracle.” Included in the reforms are Senate Bill (SB) 245 and 

323, which effectively abolish single-family zoning and allow 

for multifamily and mixed-use development in commercial 

zones in cities with more than 5,000 residents. SB 528 allows 

ADUs to be built wherever a single-family detached home 

can be built, without the owner-occupancy or off-street 

parking requirements that are attached to many 

Massachusetts’ local ADU laws. SB 382 requires cities  

and towns to develop housing production plans to 

accommodate projected population growth as well as 

adopt strategies that encourage housing development. 

California Zoning Reforms

Over the past several years, California, the state with 

arguably the worst housing affordability crisis, finally 

started taking legislative action to help ease the state’s 

housing shortage, passing more than 100 laws since 2017.44 

The state effectively abolished single-family zoning when  

it passed Senate Bill 9 (SB 9) in 2021, which allows home-

owners to split their lots or convert homes to duplexes.  

Since then, the state has passed a whole host of bills to 

make it easier to construct accessory dwelling units (ADUs) 

and to make multifamily residential projects more 

financially feasible. In 2022, California passed SB 6 and SB 

2097 that preempted local zoning to allow residential 

[ STATE POLICY ROU ND-U P ]

‘‘‘‘With housing affordability worsening in much  
of the country, a few state legislatures have stepped up to  

take a more assertive role in shaping housing policy.”

projects to be built on commercially zoned lots and to 

prohibit local governments from requiring parking near 

certain transit stops. 

Florida Live Local Act

In July 2023, Florida’s “Live Local Act” (SB102) was officially 

signed into law.45 In addition to providing extra funding for 

statewide affordable housing programs and establishing  

a new down payment assistance program for income-

qualifying first-time homebuyers, it makes it easier for 

commercial properties to be converted to residential 

housing units. The bill allows for the conversion of 

commercial structures into multifamily housing and allows 

for the construction of new multifamily units in commercial 

and industrial zones if the project contains the required 

number of affordable units. The law also loosens height and 

density restrictions. The bill was not without controversy, 

however, as it includes provisions like a ban on local rent 

control laws.
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Introduction

As the Core Metrics section of this and previous Housing Report Cards 

show, there has been a worsening housing crisis for decades in Greater 

Boston, where many families find it difficult or impossible to secure 

decent, affordable homes, whether during downturns like the fore-

closure crisis or in times of rising prices and gentrification. Centuries  

of racialized housing, land-use, and development policies have created 

inequalities that are still present today and felt most acutely by people of 

color. These historical inequalities are only amplified in today’s housing 

system, which relies heavily on private housing production and public 

subsidies to create affordability. Though more housing needs to be built, 

treating the housing crisis as only a problem of supply fails to address the 

policies and practices that have created today’s structural inequalities in 

housing and wealth. 

In this chapter, we present the community land trust (CLT) as an 

established model for governing land and housing as commons— 

as social goods—and consider its potential for contributing to a more 

tenable housing situation in Massachusetts. The basic idea of a CLT is  

to remove land from the speculative real estate market and place it 

under control and ownership of a community to decide how the land 

should be used. CLTs then lease their land to users, who can build 

structures for homeowners, renters, and businesses, thus sharing 

ownership and its benefits. 

The Boston region has one of the oldest urban CLTs in the country, with 

the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative’s (DSNI) CLT founded in 1988. 

It is also one of the areas where this model is proliferating the fastest. 

How do CLTs work? What are their benefits? What constraints and 

barriers do they face? How is this sector emerging in the region? And 

how might CLTs become a more significant strategy for addressing the 

challenges of housing, community well-being, and wealth? These are  

the questions that this chapter will answer.
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1.
Housing: An Intersectional Crisis of Community 

Well-Being and Wealth Inequality

A significant portion of the Boston region struggles to afford 

housing, a severe problem that has persisted for decades. In 

2019, more than 44 percent of all renters in the region were 

cost-burdened by housing (spending more than 30 percent 

of income on rent), a level that has remained about the same 

since 2009. Homeownership is also costly, with prospective 

homebuyers in the Boston metropolitan area counties  

now facing mortgage payments that are 40–65 percent  

of median income at median home prices. Yet this crisis is 

not felt equally. Black and Latino people are more likely to 

be renters, and more than 50 percent of Black and Latino 

renters were cost burdened in 2009 and 2019. Black  

residents are nearly five times more likely to miss a  

mortgage or rent payment than White residents and  

almost twice as likely as Latino residents.

Eviction filing rates and foreclosure petitions are on the rise 

after the pandemic moratoria ended. The proportion of 

overcrowded renter households (more than 1 occupant per 

room) in the Boston region increased between 2009 and 

2019.1 Lack of secure and stable housing has direct health, 

education, economic, and social impacts on families, which 

then reverberate across whole communities.

Though these instabilities impact the entire region,  

they have affected families of color disproportionately 

throughout history, the result of racialized policies and 

discriminatory practices. Current-day land acknowledge-

ments memorialize the genocidal dispossession of 

Indigenous lands by colonial settlers. Slavery and racial 

segregation after the Civil War created an apartheid-like 

structure that the Boston region was not immune from. 

African Americans who moved from the South to the North 

in the Great Migration of the early to mid-20th century faced 

open hostility and racial covenants barring them from living 

in certain areas. From the 1930s through 1960s, explicitly 

racial policies, such as redlining, limited access to 

homeownership resources in areas with high concentra-

tions of Black people. Meanwhile, public programs (such as 

the GI Bill to support veterans returning from World War II) 

subsidized homeownership in the suburbs, which dispro-

portionately benefited White people due to racially 

discriminatory policies and practices.2 

In a 2021 interview, Lisa Carter, who owns a home on Dudley 

Street Neighborhood Initiative’s CLT, described how her 

great grandmother first left the South in the 1930s for 

Philadelphia and New York City before coming to Boston. 

“My mother … grew up on Joy Street in Beacon Hill … where 

all of the African Americans lived. … And then people were 

moved from Beacon Hill down into the South End, then from 

South End into inner Roxbury and then Roxbury, Dorchester 

and then Mattapan. … We’ve seen how people are being 

pushed. … All of those brownstones, they weren’t giving 

people the loans to fix up their property, hence redlining, 

and so they were forcing families out of the South End.”3 

This history helps to explain the dramatic racial wealth 

inequalities that exist today, as housing security and owner-

ship has long been one of the largest factors in building 

intergenerational wealth. In 2016, the Federal Reserve found 

that Black families had a median net worth ($17,600) that 

was only 10 percent the median net worth of White families 

($171,000).4 In the Boston region in 2021, 70 percent of White 

households owned their home, while only 37 percent of 

African American and 31 percent of Hispanic households 

were homeowners.5 White homeowners also receive most 

of the benefits of the federal mortgage interest tax deduc-

tion (78 percent in 20176).

These housing and wealth inequities have also contributed 

to unequal political power. Those who do not own a home 

(or any real estate) have been structurally disadvantaged 

throughout U.S. history. Those who own land and financial 

assets have had more rights and advantages than the 
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historically dispossessed and excluded. For example,  

when the United States was first established, most states 

restricted voting only to land-owning men. Even today, 

property owners have rights to participate in various legal 

processes as abutters that tenants do not have.

These longstanding inequalities continue to be amplified in 

today’s private housing market. Neighborhoods of color and 

working-class communities are hit first and hardest by real 

estate market booms and busts. In the Great Recession of 

2007–2010, Black and Latino families lost almost half of  

their wealth (47.6 percent and 44.3 percent, respectively), 

compared to 26.2 percent for White families.7 Much of the 

decline came from losing homes to foreclosure, driven by 

predatory and racially discriminatory mortgages in the years 

before the crash. Even in 2020 in the Greater Boston region, 

Black applicants were denied mortgages at almost three 

times the rate of White applicants.8 In Massachusetts, other 

policies and practices have continued to decrease the stock 

of affordable homes, such as an increase in condo conver-

sions after the loss of rent control in the 1990s and the 

growth of short-term rentals (Airbnb) in the recent decade.

While communities have resisted these inequities, gentrifi-

cation has continued to drive displacement. For example,  

in 2015, the historic row house in Boston’s Chinatown where 

Meiqun Huang lived was sold. The new owner proceeded  

to double the rent over two years and eventually evicted  

her family to convert the building to an Airbnb rental. Her 

in-laws had lived in that building since the 1980s. Now living 

outside the neighborhood, she says, “I wish my children 

would have had the opportunity to grow up in Chinatown 

and be surrounded by Chinese community members, 

culture, and language.”9 Meiqun became a housing  

organizer and helped pass the 2018 Boston ordinance 

limiting non-owner-occupied short-term rentals.

‘‘‘‘I wish my children would have 
had the opportunity to grow up in 
Chinatown and be surrounded by 

Chinese community members, 
culture, and language.”

— Meiqun Huang, Chinatown
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Addressing these persistent historical inequities and the 

market forces that perpetuate them requires a diverse set  

of tools. Alongside the private market, there is a need for 

solutions that move beyond treating land and housing  

as commodities. The value of land is largely the result of 

collective and public improvements, and not only the 

 labor of the individual property owner. For example, public 

infrastructure like streets, sewers, and parks raises the value 

of the land around it, as do neighbors who build a vibrant 

community. Community land trusts (CLTs) are a form of 

collective ownership that can retain that publicly-created 

value for the benefit of the whole community and not just 

the individual property owner.

LAND AS COMMONS
CLTs are designed to govern land as a commons that can 

support healthy, affordable, and equitable communities. 

They are a form of socially controlled housing, which is 

common outside the United States. For example, in 

Singapore more than 80 percent of households live in 

public housing units they own, but the land and buildings 

are still controlled by the government; in Amsterdam the 

city owns 90 percent of all land.10 These ideas are not new to 

the U.S. either, as federal housing policy that began during 

the New Deal supported the construction of more than  

1 million units of publicly-owned housing across the nation.

CLTs have existed in the U.S. for more than half a century.11 

They were inspired by other models of collective land stew-

ardship, such as the Gramdan villages of India, the moshav 

settlements of Israel, and the Garden Cities of England. New 

Communities, the first CLT in the U.S., was founded by civil 

rights leaders in 1969 on 5,700 acres of land in Georgia to 

provide a base for collective farming and cooperative living 

for Black families who had been driven off their land. Since 

then the CLT model has proliferated across the country,  

with more than 300 in existence today.

The basic idea of a CLT is to remove land from the specula-
tive real estate market and place it under control and 
ownership of a community to decide how the land should  
be used. CLTs have shown that land can be governed as 
commons, support permanently affordable housing, and 
build family and community wealth. CLTs take the form of 
nonprofit organizations that are democratically governed  
by the communities they serve.

Boston is one of the places that innovated the urban CLT 
model, with Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative (DSNI) 
forming its CLT (known as Dudley Neighbors, Inc.) in 1988.12 
Dudley Neighbors now controls over 30 acres of land in 
Boston’s Roxbury and north Dorchester neighborhoods, 
where the organization has built more than 225 units of 
permanently affordable housing, urban farms and a commu-
nity greenhouse, commercial buildings, and parks. DSNI’s 
CLT has been a major tool for community control over devel-
opment. In the 1980s, its members were fighting against 
disinvestment and redevelopment plans that would have 
displaced residents. During the foreclosure crisis, no home-
owners on CLT land lost their homes. Now, as housing prices 
continue to escalate around them, DSNI has shown that this 
model can support development without displacement.

OWNERSHIP
The CLT begins with hybrid ownership. The CLT nonprofit 

owns land in perpetuity, so it cannot be sold in the real 

estate market. It then rents that land to others to build 

housing and businesses that can be owned or rented.  

DSNI’s land trust supports 98 units of permanently afford-

able homeownership units and 130 rental units. Splitting  

the ownership of the land from the buildings allows the  

CLT to establish permanent affordability via the land rental 

2.
CLTs: An Established Approach to  

Steward Land and Homes for the Common Good
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FIGURE 1

How Community Land Trusts Work13

agreements (known as ground leases). For example, CLT 

ground leases can restrict a homeowner to only sell to 

another income-qualified family. Thus, any public subsidies 

that were used to develop affordable housing can continue  

to benefit generations of owners, not just the first one.

CLTs give homeowners the chance to build wealth by 

allowing them to sell at the price they paid plus a limited 

amount as specified in their ground lease. This restriction on 

sales price maintains affordability for future buyers. Sellers 

receive back the equity they paid into their mortgages and 

home improvements. Through these resale formulas, CLTs 

balance how much the homeowner can gain with main-

taining affordability for the next buyer. For CLT homeowners 

and renters alike, stable affordable housing allows them  

to save and invest in other wealth-building areas, such as 

education, businesses, or financial assets. Though most 

CLTs focus on housing, some also support farms and local 

businesses, which can also generate wealth.

GOVERNANCE
The other key component of CLTs besides ownership of land 

in perpetuity is democratic governance and community 

building. CLTs have membership that is open to anyone in 

the communities they serve. Members then elect a board 

that typically is composed of equal numbers representing 

three interests: CLT residents and land users, other residents 

of the area, and representatives of the broader public. CLTs 

also engage and convene the broader community to plan 

and make decisions about how to use their land. This collec-

tive stewardship of land helps build relationships for healthy 

communities and is a form of social capital that can address 

all kinds of community issues. In a time where the stability 

and integrity of neighborhoods is threatened by gentrifica-

tion pressures, CLTs help anchor families and places over  

the long term.
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Evelyn Correa-Gonzalez’s story illustrates how a CLT can 

work. She became a homeowner in 2009 on DSNI’s land 

trust and is now the President of the Board.14 Originally 

from Puerto Rico, she had been living in the Upham’s 

Corner area since coming to Boston in 1988. She first met 

DSNI when she became active on the parent council at her 

children’s school. Through DSNI, she learned about the land 

trust when she was trying to find a place of her own. Up 

until that point, she and her husband had been living with 

her in-laws. “I had looked at different places, and ultimately 

wanted to stay in the neighborhood because I had always 

lived here. I couldn’t have afforded a brand-new home at 

the cost of this land trust home. There’s no way for me to 

describe the feeling of being a homeowner. But it’s more 

than just a house. I can walk to shops, a farmers market, and 

to my job. I can be part of the community and help others.  

I can pass this house down to my children. Because I don’t 

have high mortgage payments, I don’t have to struggle 

financially, and I can help support my mother and take  

my co-workers out to lunch sometimes.”15

COMPARING CLTS TO OTHER 
STRATEGIES
CLTs are a middle ground between purely public and private 

approaches to housing, with the added dimension of direct 

democratic governance. In Massachusetts, and nationwide, 

the production and provision of affordable housing has 

shifted from the public sector (through publicly owned 

housing and Section 8 rental vouchers) to the private 

market. Public policies and resources now subsidize and 

incentivize private and nonprofit developers to provide 

affordable housing (such as the federal Low Income 

Housing Tax Credit) or require affordability to be built into 

market-based developments. While these models all 

provide much-needed affordable housing, the benefits  

that result for both the individual and overall community 

vary, as shown in Table 1.

Compared to the other strategies, CLTs offer the greatest 

flexibility in meeting a range of affordability levels. Public 

housing reaches only the lowest income households. 

Subsidized affordability depends on the level of public 

funding available, while market-based strategies depend on 

profits from market-rate units that can be used to offset cost 

of affordable units. While public housing and CLTs maintain 

affordability in perpetuity, subsidized and market-based 

housing can sometimes be converted to market-rate after 

affordability terms expire (for example, after 15 or 30 years). 

CLTs allow for wealth building through homeownership, just 

like subsidized and market-based homeownership models; 

however, CLTs preserve affordability in perpetuity, whereas 

affordability restrictions can be lost in the other two strategies.

CLTs are uniquely designed to be governed democratically 

by residents, who then decide on the community benefits 

they want to realize through developing their land. With the 

other strategies, cities and towns can negotiate specific 

benefits to be included into new housing projects with 

developers, who may be less inclined or positioned to 

provide them and/or maintain them over the long-term. 

CLTs also provide the most stability for tenants and neigh-

borhoods, since they can support housing with a range of 

affordability levels. A public housing tenant can only stay in 

their housing as long as their incomes are below the qualifi-

cation threshold.

CLTs can work with many other housing policies, such as 

providing more affordable rental housing for those with 

rental subsidies (like Section 8). CLT homeownership can 

work well with programs such as down payment assistance 

and reduced rate mortgages. CLTs can also help steward 

deed restrictions for units produced by local inclusionary 

zoning, which is happening in Burlington, Vt.; Irvine, Calif.; 

Chapel Hill, N.C.; and Denver, Colo.16

CLTs are among a set of strategies that bridge public and 

private systems. Other models that also work toward 

shared ownership and long-term public benefit include 

housing cooperatives, limited equity cooperatives, deed- 

restricted homes, and tenant ownership. These are often 

referred to as shared equity housing because any apprecia-

tion in value is shared back with the public programs that 

subsidized their creation to ensure that the housing 

remains affordable for future generations.
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Benefits Community  
Land Trusts

Public Housing 
and Public Rental 

Assistance 
Housing Vouchers 

(e.g., Section 8),  
Public Housing

Subsidized 
Affordable Housing 

Federal/State Subsidies 
(e.g., Low Income 

Housing Tax Credit, 
HOME); Nonprofit 

Developers

Market-Based 
Affordable 

Development  
Inclusionary Zoning, 

Linkage Fees, 40B, 
Down Payment 

Assistance 

Affordability Levels

Deepest Affordability  
(30% Area Median Income AMI)

Deep Affordability  
(50%-60% AMI)

80% AMI 

Moderate Affordability  
(100% AMI)

Mixed-Income

In-Perpetuity Deed-Restrictions

Homeownership (Wealth Building)

Resident Empowerment and 
Community Control

Local Community Benefits Policies

Tenant and Neighborhood Stability 

TABLE 1

Comparison of Benefits across Affordable Housing Strategies

Legend:                     Fully Provides                    Sometimes Provides                    Does Not Provide
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As DSNI’s experience shows, a CLT is not a quick fix that 

materializes housing in a year or two. Rather, it takes years 

of organizing the community before acquiring existing 

housing or developing land. But this investment in social 

capital pays off over the long term. The late Gus Newport,  

a former DSNI Executive Director, wrote in 2005 that the  

CLT provided “an opportunity for residents to personally 

benefit from the community revitalization they themselves 

planned. The land trust, with its ground lease and resale 

formula, has been proven to empower people by providing 

an opportunity for homeownership and equity generation 

that is normally out of reach for lower-income, largely 

minority residents.”17

STABILITY AND DISPLACEMENT 
PREVENTION
The permanently affordable housing that a CLT can create 

becomes a base of stability that benefits generations of 

residents, their life prospects, and the well-being of the 

overall community. CLTs work hard to ensure that their 

housing can match what residents can actually afford.  

For example, Boston Neighborhood Community Land  

Trust (BNCLT) ensures that all its residents, who have low  

to moderate incomes, pay no more than 30 percent of their 

income on housing. When a typical BNCLT renter reduces 

their estimated housing cost from 45 to 30 percent of 

income, they can save $9,552 annually.18

Debra Wilson was one of the homeowners in DSNI’s first 

development. In a 2021 interview she said, “When I bought 

into Winthrop Estates, I said to myself…, ‘I got to be active.’…  

I saw things differently, I spoke out more.” She felt that the 

home was “going to give me some equity… and leaving 

perhaps a legacy for my kids.” As it turned out, in 2020 when 

she retired and moved to Georgia, she sold her home to her 

granddaughter’s mother. “I was so happy because here  

she is, like I was. She is a single mom, her kids are in Boston 

schools.… She has a Section 8 voucher. She always worrying 

about where she’s going to live, how much her rent is going 

to go up to. And she always wanted a yard for her kids, just 

like I did, and I’m like, oh my god, this is just like coming back 

full circle, and I said my granddaughter will get to stay in the 

neighborhood. It just all worked out.”19

Ultimately, CLTs can anchor stable neighborhoods and 

buffer them against gentrification and foreclosures. DSNI’s 

land trust has experienced only four foreclosures ever, all 

before 2008. During the height of the foreclosure crisis, that 

land trust was an island of stability. More stability means 

fewer evictions as well, which in Boston are estimated to 

cost landlords and tenants a combined $16,500 per eviction 

on average.20 

A neighborhood where people have the choice to stay long 

term means that relationships and social networks can 

deepen over time. Neighborhood stability also has direct 

health benefits. A 1997 report found that in Boston, there 

was a positive relationship between social capital and favor-

able health outcomes, such as reduced premature deaths, 

longer life expectancy, and lower rates of lead toxicity in  

3.
Long-Term Benefits of CLTs

‘‘‘‘When I bought into Winthrop 
Estates, I said to myself,  

‘I got to be active.’ I saw things 
differently, I spoke out more.”

— Debra Wilson, Winthrop Estates
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children. That report concluded that “interventions aimed  

at strengthening community bonds and networks may  

be important public health strategies in Boston.”21

There is increasing evidence that CLTs can address gentrifi-

cation as well. A 2018 study compared 124 neighborhoods 

with CLTs across 15 states with comparable non-CLT neigh-

borhoods. It found that CLTs mitigated the negative effects 

of gentrification by making housing prices more stable, 

increasing housing affordability, and reducing displace-

ment.22 Because CLTs have flexibility in their approach, they 

can address displacement risks where needed most, such as 

preserving the stock of existing smaller multifamily homes.

COMMUNITY BUILDING  
AND ORGANIZING
The collective stewardship that comes along with CLTs 

requires work, but the capacity to organize and plan 

together is a source of power that can help to remedy  

historical inequities and address immediate issues. In  

the 1980s, the Don’t Dump On Us campaign that DSNI  

organized brought residents together to fight against  

illegal trash dumping on vacant land. This helped them 

build political power to establish their CLT a year later. 

BNCLT was formed out of a coalition that began in the  

foreclosure crisis to prevent tenants from being evicted  

by banks that had foreclosed on their buildings. 

Today, DSNI has a partnership and level of power with  

city government that is unparalleled across Boston. Within 

its core area, all developers on publicly owned land must  

present proposals to DSNI’s Sustainable Development 

Committee, which gives a recommendation to the City. 

DSNI co-facilitated a process with the City of Boston in  

the Upham’s Corner area of its neighborhood to develop  

an implementation plan for creating an arts and innovation 

district without displacement.23 

CLTs also create opportunities within their own organiza-

tions for residents to engage in community planning and 

governance. According to a 2021 study with BNCLT, “Board 

membership and participation in CLT meetings are a  

key way residents learn about processes relating to CLT  

administration, financing, property management, and 

homeownership. Residents interviewed cited this step  

of cultivating knowledge as a crucial tool for building their 

access to decision-making and engaging more residents  

to advocate for their housing needs.”24

WEALTH GENERATION
While CLTs limit the wealth that individuals can gain from 

their homes compared to the private market, they still 

contribute significantly to wealth generation and retention. 

Simply having secure and stable affordable housing over 

the long term builds wealth directly because it means that 

families can save and invest more of their income on things 

like education, a small business, or other financial assets. 

Ron Stokes, who has lived in a DSNI land trust home for  

over two decades, can attest to what the stability and afford-

ability of his home means. A retired bus driver, he and his 

wife raised two daughters in their home. “We knew what our 

monthly payments would be. As time went along, we were 

able to put away a few more dollars than we would have.  

The extra money went towards retirement and education.” 

He believes his daughters, now both health professionals, 

“are successful because of what this neighborhood could 

provide.” Stokes points out that “since we’ve moved in, all  

the [same] neighbors have been here and we look out for 

one another.”25 

‘‘‘‘Since we’ve moved in,  
all the [same] neighbors  

have been here and  
we look out for one another.”

— Ron Stokes, DSNI Land Trust home owner
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run a couple hundred dollars a month).30 CLTs can also refer  

residents to trusted contractors when they need support  

to maintain their homes.

A 2011 study found that at the end of 2010, only 1.3 percent  

of the mortgages held by land trust homeowners were seri-

ously delinquent, compared to 8.57 percent of conventional 

mortgages. The study attributed these lower rates to the 

stewardship practices of land trusts, such as retaining the 

right to address late mortgage payments and buy the prop-

erty back in case it is foreclosed on.31 Similarly, CLTs can help 

mitigate the “cliff effect”—when someone who qualifies for 

an income-eligible program (such as housing subsidies) 

loses those benefits when their earnings increase. They can 

negotiate how to gradually implement rent increases over 

time and avoid the sudden loss of benefits.

COMMUNITY AND ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT
Though housing is a critical need for neighborhoods, CLTs 

also use their land for other purposes. For example, DSNI’s 

land trust supports urban agriculture through a farm and 

community greenhouse, several parks and open space, and 

commercial development as well. Boston Farms CLT was 

formed by the Urban Farming Institute of Boston specifically 

to support urban farmers and grow food for community 

health.

CLTs are providing a range of public and community  

benefits that help to right historical wrongs in land use  

and housing. Chinatown Community Land Trust (CCLT)  

was formed in part to preserve the continued existence of 

this working-class immigrant enclave, which was cut in half 

by highway development in the 1950s–1960s and has since 

resisted institutional expansion and the incursion of luxury 

downtown development. Scholars Julian Agyeman and Kofi 

Boone consider CLTs a vehicle for the Black Commons, 

which includes cooperative survival strategies used by 

Black people throughout U.S. history. They urge a process  

of recognition, reconciliation, and reparations, which should 

lead to shifting of resources (public and private) toward  

vehicles like CLTs that can build “commonwealth.”32

CLTs can help create access to homeownership for those 

who have suffered from historical disadvantages and exclu-

sion. As Newport wrote in 2005, “The land trust can, in effect, 

substitute for inherited wealth, and thus has the potential  

to address the racial wealth gap in this country.” 26  For 

example, one household started renting an apartment in  

a BNCLT building in 2018. They say that this “allowed our 

household to pay reasonable rent with just a 1 percent 

annual increase, enabling us to build savings for our future 

goals.” They then leveraged home-buying resources from 

various programs offered by the city and local organizations 

and recently bought an affordable homeowner unit outside 

the CLT.27

For some CLT homeowners, the equity they gain is a step-

ping stone to a market-rate home. For example, Christopher 

Kaufman Ilstrup thought that “saving $30,000 for a down 

payment was impossible” until he purchased a condo on 

the Champlain Housing Trust in Vermont in 2004. After 

living in the condo for seven years, during which time he  

got married and adopted a child, he was able to sell the 

property and use that equity plus additional savings to 

purchase a market-rate home. Without the CLT, he says  

he “probably would have just stayed a renter and not built 

any wealth at all.” 28 An Urban Institute study of six CLTs 

found that the median proceeds from home sales ranged 

from about $6,000 to $70,000, with appreciation of about 

$2,000 to $17,000. Many homeowners were able to use these 

proceeds to purchase market-rate homes. Furthermore, 

they found that the rate of return on the original down 

payment was competitive with investing that same amount 

in stocks and bonds.29 

For first-time homebuyers, the CLT is a critical resource  

and support system to sustain their homes. During the  

foreclosure crisis, many homeowners were in precarious 

situations with high interest, predatory loans that made 

them vulnerable to losing their homes after missing a  

few mortgage payments. Because CLTs own the land that 

homes sit on, they are a party to the mortgages that owners 

get from banks. CLTs provide counseling and workshops  

for homebuyers as well. Joyce Fidalgo says that DSNI’s land 

trust introduced her to a bank that offered her a second 

mortgage so that she could make a larger down payment 

and avoid costly private mortgage insurance (which can  
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There is increasing interest in CLTs because of their broad 

range of benefits. Yet, CLTs face both challenges to their 

implementation and constraints to where and how they 

might be used. While a powerful tool, they cannot solve all 

housing problems, nor are they appropriate for all commu-

nities. First, there must be enough support from within  

a community to start a CLT, as this model is community- 

driven. Some communities may not yet have capacity to 

organize a CLT, and others may decide that the model  

does not work for them. 

AWARENESS AND EDUCATION
Communities that may be interested in CLTs face the chal-

lenge of lack of awareness and need for education. CLTs are 

still relatively unknown and account for a small fraction of 

housing and land. Moreover, CLTs challenge predominant 

mindsets around wealth and ownership that are often 

reduced to financial value and accruing only to individuals. 

Private home ownership is still embedded in the “American 

Dream,” though history shows how public policies and 

discriminatory practices created access to it for some  

and exclusion for others. 

CLTs are among strategies that can help break the binary 

approach of public versus private. They are a collective 

approach to stewarding land as commons, while also 

retaining a form of private ownership. The wealth that CLTs 

can help build accrues to both communities and individuals. 

Unfortunately, public debates over housing and land often 

do not move beyond the private market model and the  

individual financial dimension of wealth. For example, the 

idea that CLTs are a “second class” of home ownership 

ignores the other ways that families build wealth, as well as 

the ways they benefit from community wealth. Shifting this 

mindset requires public dialogue and education.

While access to markets and individual ownership opportu-

nities will continue to be important, these strategies alone 

are insufficient to remedy centuries of inequities. CLTs can 

address some of these structural inequities. A framework 

that may be useful for understanding this deeper reach of 

CLTs is the public-commons partnership.33 In a public- 

private partnership, public policy and resources support  

the function of private markets and often enhance private  

benefits at public expense. The public-commons partner-

ship harnesses public resources to benefit the commons. 

Though most CLTs are incorporated as nonprofit corpora-

tions and legally treated the same as other private 

corporations, their collective governance and public mission 

make them a very different partner from a private developer 

or real estate investment trust. As a form of public- 

commons partnership, CLTs can be supported by public 

policies to create lasting value for entire communities.

SCALE 
If lack of awareness is addressed, there remains the chal-

lenge of scale for CLTs. How might CLTs become more 

prevalent and widespread? Growing the CLT sector will 

require an infrastructure to support many decentralized 

CLTs. One of the greatest strengths of CLTs is their local  

roots and control, which can lead to innovations to address 

locality-specific challenges. While some vertical scaling  

up may be necessary, such as more centralized services for 

scattered site housing, the sector will also have to horizon-

tally scale across and out. Networks and federations can link 

many smaller entities, each with its own autonomy, while 

also sharing some centralized resources and services.  

For example, the Mondragon cooperatives in the Basque 

region of Spain built a federation of now 95 independent 

worker-owned cooperatives (with 80,000 worker-owners) 

that share resources and coordinate with one another. 

4.
Challenges for CLTs
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long-time owners sell to real estate investors and devel-

opers. Once CLTs have developed or acquired housing, there 

is little to no public funding for operations and property 

management. Many Boston area CLTs face high property 

management costs because their units are smaller and  

scattered across the neighborhood. 

Affordable housing developers also face the dominance  

of single-family zoning, particularly in the suburbs, and 

sentiments against denser housing and affordable develop-

ments. In addition to high land costs, high construction 

costs in the region make it even harder to produce more 

affordable units.

Potential homeowners on CLTs also face challenges 

obtaining mortgages with affordable terms. The majority of 

respondents in a recent CLT census reported credit score, 

debt to income ratio requirements, and income require-

ments as the top three barriers for prospective buyers to 

secure mortgages.36 Undocumented people face an addi-

tional barrier to financing as they do not qualify for federally 

backed mortgages (through Fannie Mae). Though there is a 

new Individual Tax Identification Number (ITIN) mortgage 

for those with a federal tax identification, these come with 

significantly higher interest rates and down payment 

requirements. These mortgages are being piloted in part-

nership with Habitat for Humanity in both Denver (with 

Tierra Colectiva CLT) and Chelsea (with Comunidades 

Enraizadas CLT).

INCOMPATIBILITY OF CURRENT  
HOUSING PROGRAMS
Most existing policies and programs were not designed for 

CLTs or other public-commons partnerships. Many housing 

policies subsidize private development of affordable 

housing (for-profit and nonprofit) and impose affordability 

requirements on market-based developments. Though 

there are some emerging programs specifically dedicated 

to CLTs or other shared equity models, CLTs must navigate 

the current programs, which pose barriers and limitations. 

One example is that the only Massachusetts state funding 

for affordable production (CommonWealth Builder) allows 

homes developed with this subsidy to be resold at market 

price after 15 years, which is not compatible with CLTs’ aims 

for permanent affordability.

One study examined seven regional CLT networks that  

have emerged in the U.S. since the 1990s and found that 

they help build capacity of CLTs, collectively advocate for 

policies, and share funding and resources.34 In the Boston 

region, six CLTs have formed in the last decade to join  

DSNI’s long-standing CLT and are now coordinating with 

one another in the Greater Boston Community Land Trust 

Network (GBCLTN). We outline below the main challenges 

that these CLTs face.

ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY
CLTs require organizational capacities to engage and  

plan with their communities, which go beyond what  

other housing models require. These capacities help build 

community and social capital, which are public goods in 

and of themselves and can be used to address a variety  

of community issues. But it takes resources to operate a 

nonprofit and to support grassroots engagement and  

organizing of residents.

The sector has many younger entities that are still building 

their experience and capacities. Yet few resources exist  

for developing their organizational capacity. Securing  

the funding for operating a CLT is a major challenge. In a  

2023 CLT census, the majority (64 percent) reported only  

20 percent or less of their operating budget is covered by 

internally generated resources.35 Some CLTs partner with 

larger nonprofits like community development corpora-

tions (CDCs), while some of these entities are also 

integrating the CLT model into their work.

LACK OF RESOURCES AND  
HIGH COSTS
CLTs face the same challenges as other affordable housing 

entities (such as CDCs) when it comes to resources. There 

are simply not enough public resources to support deep 

affordability for those in the lowest income categories.  

As nonprofit affordable housing developers compete in the 

private market to acquire property, sometimes needing to 

act quickly, they face the challenge of rigid public funding 

cycles (sometimes just once a year). There are few resources 

available to support the preservation of scattered, smaller 

(two- and three-family) buildings, which some CLTs are well 

positioned to acquire. Meanwhile, this stock of “naturally 

occurring” affordable housing is rapidly dwindling, as 
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There are several other key areas where existing programs 

do not fit well with CLTs and the needs of their residents. 

Many public funding sources for housing require that the 

units be marketed broadly and residents selected from 

random lotteries. While these requirements are important 

for ensuring fair housing in predominantly White 

communities, they make it difficult for CLTs in communities 

that have been subject to racial discrimination to prioritize 

local residents, including those who are members and 

leaders in the CLT putting in the “sweat equity” to develop 

CLT housing. Some federal programs and mortgage lenders 

may further hinder the ability of CLTs to serve communities 

with significant populations of immigrants because of legal 

document requirements.
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Despite these challenges, the CLT model has proliferated 

across the Boston region in recent years. Massachusetts is 

among five states in the U.S. with the most CLTs.37 Since  

the formation of the Greater Boston Community Land  

Trust Network (GBCLTN) in 2015, six new CLTs have been 

launched, and others are emerging (see Figure 2). 

Collectively, the seven GBCLTN members control over  

260 units of housing, with even more in the development 

process. These members also control urban farms and 

several commercial spaces (see Table 2).

5.
CLTs Emerging in Greater Boston

CLT Name
Total Housing 

Units  
(Owned + Rental)

Governance Organizational 
Capacity Year Established Other Amenities

Boston Farms CLT 0
11 board members  

(8 community members,  
3 others)

3 FT staff 2017
5 farms  

(1.2 acres), 1,000 
sqft greenhouse 

Boston Neighborhood 
Community Land Trust 30

13 board members  
(1/3 BNCLT residents,  

1/3 community leaders,  
1/3 allied members)

4 FT staff 2008 2 gardens

Chinatown CLT 11
10 board members  

(7 community members,  
3 others)

2 PT staff and 
multiple 

contractors
2015 –

Comunidades 
Enraizadas CLT

4-5 condos in 
predevelopment

9 board members  
(6 community members,  

3 others)

2 FT staff, 12 
official members 2021 –

Dudley Neighbors, Inc. 228
15 board members  

(6 community members,  
9 others)

8 FT staff, active 
board with 
numerous 

committees

1988

2 parks, 4 
gardens, 2 farms, 

10,000 sqft 
greenhouse

Highland Park CLT
Pursuing its  

first property for 
18 units

12 board members Volunteer-run 2017 –

Somerville CLT 5
7 board members  

(6 community members, 
1 other)

1 FT staff 2017 –

TABLE 2

Members of the Greater Boston Community Land Trust Network
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FIGURE 2

Map of Greater Boston Community Land Trust Network Members  
and East Boston Neighborhood Trust

[Dotted lines show the approximate areas served by the various CLTs.]
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Boston Farms
When the Urban Farming Institute of Boston 

needed more land for the farmers it was training, 

it created the Boston Farms CLT. Boston Farms 

currently manages and owns five farm sites across 

Dorchester, Roxbury, and Mattapan, the design of each 

based on the input of the local neighborhood. The CLT brings 

freshly grown food into neighborhoods and expands the 

ways a land trust can benefit a neighborhood by connecting 

food, environment, and people. Boston Farms leases its land 

to farmers for each growing season, while the CLT is largely 

responsible for property management and maintenance.  

A Farmer Selection Committee (composed of Boston Farms 

board and neighborhood members) reviews and approves 

applications from prospective farmers. The produce grown 

on farms is sold and distributed through various community 

outlets: farmers markets, restaurants, farm stands, low- 

income food access programs, and direct donation.

BNCLT
Though BNCLT estab-

lished itself as a CLT in 

2019, it came from the 

efforts of the Coalition for 

Occupied Homes in 

Foreclosure (COHIF) that 

started in 2008. COHIF 

organizing led to the 

acquisition of 11 units in 

2014. BNCLT continues to 

collaborate with orga-

nizers to identify buildings 

with tenants at risk of eviction and put pressure on the 

owners to sell to the community land trust. In 2021, BNCLT 

worked closely with City Life/Vida Urbana and the tenants of 

6 Humphreys Place in Boston’s Dorchester neighborhood to 

purchase a building after a four-year struggle by the tenants 

to hold onto their homes. After facing eviction from the two 

previous owners, the tenants won their battle, putting 

enough pressure on the landlord to sell to BNCLT. Public and 

media support for the tenants also led to funding from the 

City of Boston’s Acquisition Opportunity Program to help 

BNCLT acquire the property. BNCLT has grown its commu-

nity of residents to 30 households, many of whom play 

Though the total footprint of CLTs is still a small fraction of 

total land and housing, their emergence is gaining attention 

and traction with policy makers. The 2016 Massachusetts 

Special Senate Committee on Housing Report38 featured 

CLTs specifically as a strategy for addressing gentrification. 

In 2021, City of Boston allocated $2 million in its budget to 

support CLTs, which was awarded to GBCLTN in February 

2023. The network is using $1.5 million to launch the 

Community Land Trust Fund, a revolving loan fund. GBCLTN 

also successfully advocated for a new Small Properties State 

Acquisition Funding Pilot ($1 million) at the state level to 

acquire and preserve long-term affordable housing. These 

policy developments show that decision makers are begin-

ning to recognize the potential of this model.

Because CLTs are a response to a system of racialized 

housing, land use, and development policies, they have 

taken root first in the region’s lower-income and working-

class communities of color in the cities of Boston, Chelsea, 

and Somerville. They were formed to address the fore-

closure crisis (BNCLT), to create opportunities for urban 

farmers (Boston Farms), to enable immigrants to stay in 

their neighborhoods (Chinatown CLT, Comunidades 

Enraizadas CLT), to prevent gentrification coming with a 

new transit line (Somerville CLT), and to preserve quality  

of life for existing residents (Highland Park CLT). Like DSNI 

and its CLT, the six other Boston-area CLTs emerged from 

partnerships with long-standing community building  

and organizing initiatives. For example, Somerville CLT 

(SCLT) was established out of community efforts to stem 

gentrification pressures from the Green Line Extension  

and was launched with backing of the City of Somerville.

GBCLTN has been engaging with several other communities 

interested in CLTs, including Mattapan, Brockton, and Lynn. 

CLTs may also be a useful strategy for suburban towns with 

growing concentrations of low/moderate income commu-

nities and communities of color or that are concerned with 

affordability for their workforce. For example, Martha’s 

Vineyard has an Island Housing Trust that since 2006  

has created more than 150 affordable homeowner and 

rental housing units to support its workforce and give 

opportunities for long-time residents to stay. According  

to the Schumacher Center, there are 16 CLTs across 

Massachusetts.39 
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leadership roles with campaigns, activating public space, 

and establishing alternative housing systems.

Chinatown CLT
Although incorporated in 2015, the Chinatown Community 

Land Trust was a longtime vision of many community 

leaders within the Chinese Progressive Association (CPA),  

a grassroots organizing group  

in the local and regional Chinese 

community. Organizers and  

resident activists had fought 

luxury projects and organized  

to preserve existing and build 

new affordable housing. 

Anticipating displacement from 

the unsubsidized properties, 

they recognized the need to acquire and preserve historic 

row houses for permanently affordable housing. CPA 

provided organizational support and physical office space 

when CCLT hired its first staff member. Many of CPA’s activ-

ists and residents became founding members. CCLT built on 

CPA’s organizing work and its established relationships with 

City government to purchase its first row houses. CCLT is the 

first CLT in the nation focused on stabilizing a Chinatown 

neighborhood and is working with groups across North 

American Chinatowns that are developing their own CLTs.

Comunidades Enraizadas CLT
Comunidades Enraizadas CLT was formed by a group of 

primarily Latina immigrants in Chelsea who started orga-

nizing against displacement during the foreclosure crisis in  

the 2000s. It continues to be incubated by GreenRoots, a 

grassroots environmental justice group. The CLT focuses on 

permanently securing land for low-income people, regard-

less of their immigration status, to achieve long-term 

housing stability and be 

stewards of the land.  

With strong roots in 

community organizing 

and base building, 

Comunidades Enraizadas 

is committed to leadership 

by the community, for  

the community. According 

to Ana Vanegas, Comunidades Enraizadas’ Program 

Coordinator, “We want residents to know that it’s not just 

about building housing but that they can be part of a move-

ment, that they can be present in discussions and making 

decisions in the city. The community will have a say on the 

use of the land, even if there is just room for one tree. We do 

not have a CLT just to provide housing, but to address all our 

needs and environmental quality. As a community that 

suffers environmental injustice, that’s what’s made us  

more vulnerable to displacement.”40 

East Boston Neighborhood Trust
In 2022, community leaders and public officials  

celebrated the transfer of 36 multifamily homes (with  

114 housing units) in East Boston to the newly formed East 

Boston Neighborhood Trust (EBNT). Although not strictly  

a CLT, this Trust shares some elements of the model and is 

included here to show  

how the CLT model can  

be adapted and evolve.  

Like other CLTs, it was born 

out of tenant organizing 

starting in 2015 against a 

real estate company that 

was buying up these prop-

erties and trying to force 

out existing tenants in 

order to rent to higher-paying ones. When these properties 

were being sold as a portfolio in 2021, community leaders 

recognized an opportunity to preserve this housing but 

needed a different financing model. Housing organizers 

from City Life/Vida Urbana worked with the East Boston 

CDC to develop a mixed-income neighborhood trust (MINT). 

EBNT is governed by a community board including repre-

sentatives of four community organizations and three 

renters, which is similar to a CLT, but unlike a CLT there is  

not a broader membership. EBNT provides a mix of low-  

to moderate-income units so that higher-cost homes can 

subsidize more affordable units. The scattered housing is 

managed by the CDC partner. This model enabled the trust 

to quickly raise over $50 million to buy and develop the 

properties, including $12 million from the Boston Acquisition 

Opportunity Program, $2.7 million from foundations,  

and $5 million from equity investors.
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CLTs have spread across the U.S. and are also connecting 

globally through the Center for CLT Innovation.41 A 2022 

survey identified 314 CLTs across the U.S. in 46 states, 

Washington D.C., and Puerto Rico (see Figure 3). These  

CLTs had a combined 43,931 residential units. The number 

of CLTs has grown 30 percent since 2011. And the number  

of shared equity units has grown almost 120 percent since 

2011. About 70 percent of the CLTs surveyed were created 

since 2000. While all CLTs are designed to promote 

economic equity and justice for all, the census found that  

58 percent of CLTs specifically prioritized racial justice or 

equity for Black, Indigenous, and other People of Color.42 

CLTs across the nation vary widely in structure, program-

ming, and goals, adapting the model to what best fits their 

needs. Below are just a few CLTs that Boston can learn from, 

especially in terms of partnering with local government, 

preserving a diversity of uses beyond housing, and  

supporting Indigenous stewardship of land.

6.
CLTs across the United States

FIGURE 3

Map of Community Land Trusts across the U.S.43
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The Champlain Community Land Trust, based in 

Burlington, Vermont, was established in 1984 with the 

support of Mayor Bernie Sanders’ administration, volun-

teers, and neighborhood leaders. Champlain CLT is the first 

municipally supported CLT in the country. In the past, the 

City of Burlington has provided support to the CLT with a 

$200,000 seed grant for operations, million-dollar loans 

from the Burlington Employee Retirement Fund, and a 

negotiated loan-pool from a local bank. The Champlain CLT 

initially struggled to find financing outside of City sources 

and had to focus heavily on education and messaging. 

However, the organization began to build trust among local 

banks when it became evident that the foreclosure rate 

among homes that were a part of the CLT remained low 

over the years.44

Some CLTs are leveraging increased funding from their 

local and state governments. For example, the SHARE 

Baltimore coalition led an effort to win $20 million from the 

City to create an affordable housing trust fund. Of this fund, 

$2.25 million went to support three land trusts within the 

city. More than one-third of the Fund is designated for CLT 

ownership and rental projects each year. Tierra Colectiva in 

Denver, Colorado, argued that the Colorado Department of 

Transportation needed to replace the housing lost by 

former highway expansion and won a total of $2 million  

to acquire, rehabilitate, and sell properties.

Many CLTs have also been created in response to gentri- 

fication pressures. The Oakland Community Land Trust 

(OakCLT) was created in 2009 to stabilize housing threat-

ened in the foreclosure crisis in Oakland, California. This  

CLT is working with renters of multifamily properties to 

purchase their buildings. Similar to DSNI, the OakCLT 

preserves non-housing properties to support community 

well-being, such as mixed-use properties, live-work artist 

space, community gathering spaces, and a worker-owned 

cafe. OakCLT has also helped local nonprofits and  

community-owned businesses threatened with rising  

rents by bringing commercial and multi-use properties  

into the trust.45

Some CLTs are focused on returning land back to Indigenous 

stewardship. The Sogorea Te’ CLT is an urban Indigenous 

women-led land trust based in the San Francisco Bay Area 

that facilitates the return of Indigenous land to Indigenous 

people. Its goals include recognizing Ohlone place names 

and history as well as ensuring intertribal Indigenous 

communities have affordable housing, social services, 

cultural centers and land to live, work, and pray on. 

Programs include cultural revitalization to relearn tradi-

tional methods to take care of the land and building 

community resiliency centers. One parcel of land of nearly 

five acres, Rinihmu Pulte’irekne (Sequoia Point), was ceded 

to the CLT by the City of Oakland in 2022. The Sogorea Te’ 

CLT’s vision for this land includes providing space for  

environmental restoration, creation of cultural ceremonies,  

and public education.46
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As shown in this chapter, CLTs offer many public benefits  

and can address persistent housing inequities. While the 

sector is growing, it still faces many challenges. There are 

many steps that decision makers and other stakeholders can 

take to support the emerging CLT sector in the Boston region 

and Massachusetts. Below are four sets of recommendations. 

The first focuses on raising the visibility of the model. That is 

followed by specific actions to build the CLT sector. The third 

presents options for financing CLTs. The final set includes 

broader recommendations for anti-displacement and deeper 

affordability that will help boost the entire affordable housing 

sector including CLTs.

7.
Recommendations

Raise Awareness and Expand Public Discourse

Include information about CLTs in educational and public materials about housing 
affordability programs and community control over development. Local, state, and federal government

Provide trainings and workshops for government officials, affordable housing 
stakeholders, and the broader public. All stakeholders

Develop and use more inclusive definitions of wealth that include community 
wealth and non-financial forms of wealth and well-being. All stakeholders

Develop and use more inclusive definitions of ownership that recognize various  
forms of collective and hybrid ownership. All stakeholders

Build Infrastructure and Resources for CLT Sector

Provide funding for CLTs to acquire and preserve property for permanently 
affordable housing.
•	Establish more programs like the City of Boston’s Acquisition Opportunity 

Program and the state’s Small Property Acquisition Fund and increase funding  
to meet demand.

•	Grow the GBCLTN’s CLT Fund and establish other funds like it that can be 
controlled by CLTs.

Local, state, and federal government

Prioritize CLTs in public land disposition and development requirements.
•	Give priority to CLTs (or permanent affordability and community governance)  

in public land disposition.
•	Create an accessible, centralized inventory of all publicly owned land.
•	Emphasize preservation in Inclusionary Development Policy (IDP) Offsite 

Affordable Housing. Give priority for CLTs and acquisition of scattered site 
preservation using offsite IDP resources.

•	Establish Land Bank with community participation in oversight.
•	Partner with CLTs to steward long-term deed restrictions on units created 

through public subsidy and requirements.

Local and state government
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Build Infrastructure and Resources for CLT Sector (continued)

Build CLT Infrastructure.
•	Provide technical assistance for CLTs to start up and to navigate the  

development process.
•	Provide seed grants for operations for new and emerging CLTs.
•	Provide funding and assistance for property management, including  

trainings for CLT residents

Local and state government, philanthropy

Develop pathways for transfer of private homes to CLTs.
•	Provide technical and legal assistance for those who wish to explore this option.
•	Identify and reduce barriers to such transfers.

Local government

Further develop public-commons partnerships with CLTs.
•	Engage CLTs as partners in community planning and advising on land-use and 

development decisions.
•	Build partnerships between CLTs and housing voucher programs  

and holders.

Local and state government

Develop Financing Options for CLTs

Provide investments for deep, permanent affordability and community ownership. Impact investors, public pension funds 

Move funds from Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILOT) and community benefits  
agreements to finance CLTs. Local government, universities, hospitals

Provide more affordable mortgages and ITIN mortgages that do not have 
restrictions on citizenship documentation. Banks

Partner with CLTs to provide credit where they may not qualify for traditional 
financing. Local and state government

Support Anti-Displacement Policies and Deeper Affordability

Support state legislation to slow gentrification and preserve affordable housing:
•	Tenant Option to Purchase Act (TOPA) would give municipalities option to allow 

tenants in multfamily buildings first option to buy when their buildings are being 
sold.

•	Real Estate Transfer Fee would enable municipalities to levy a fee on  
high-end real estate sales and use the funds for affordable housing.

•	Rent Stabilization would repeal the ban on rent control and enable municipalities 
to enact rent controls and prevent no-cause evictions

Local and state government

Establish more policies and resources for permanent and deeper affordability 
measures. Local, state, and federal government

Prioritize preservation of current affordable housing. Local and state government

Reduce barriers and create incentives for more multifamily housing, including 
zoning reforms.

Local and state government
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