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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Introduction  

 

Access to fair and equal housing is fundamental to one’s safety, stability, and overall well-being.  

Housing impacts every facet of one’s life including access to education, healthcare, and economic 

opportunities.  Every person deserves to have the same access to housing and should have the freedom to 

choose where they want to live. Despite legal protections, housing discrimination based on race and 

source of income remains a barrier to housing choice. 

 

 

 

 

 

Purpose  

 

This project aims to address barriers to fair housing within the 13 Consortium communities, including 

Bedford, Belmont, Brookline, Concord, Framingham, Lexington, Natick, Needham, Newton, Sudbury, 

Waltham, Watertown, and Wayland, by conducting housing discrimination tests to reveal instances of 

discrimination and by identifying actionable and measurable solutions that will decrease discrimination.  

The 2020 WestMetro HOME Consortium Analysis of Impediments of Fair Housing identified and 

committed to fair housing testing as one way to investigate and address discriminatory practices.  

Specifically, this project investigates levels of discrimination within the communities against renters 

based on their race or source of income.  The goal of this project is to affirmatively further fair housing in 

these communities and to promote fair housing practices and policies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

History of Housing Discrimination and Federal Laws Relating to Fair Housing  

 

“Discrimination in the housing industry based on race and color has existed since America was born, and 

for centuries, it was legally protected and enforced.”1
 In the early 1600s, as colonial settlements and 

slavery began to take shape in America, so did housing discrimination.2  Enslaved persons were often 

viewed by white settlers as inferior and thus underserving of rights to own land or property.3  During this 

time, property ownership was reserved almost exclusively for white males.4  Even after the Civil War, it 

remained difficult for Black Americans and people of color to purchase land and own homes.  Following 

Emancipation, slave holding states enacted policies prohibiting Black land acquisitions.5  In other states, 

legally enforced residential segregation forced people of color to live in designated, and often less 

desirable, areas, thus preventing them from accessing housing and wealth-building opportunities.6  

During the early 20th Century, a new wave of housing discrimination policies were introduced when the 

Supreme Court handed down decisions on two cases that upheld restrictive covenants and exclusionary 

zoning.7  “Exclusionary zoning” describes the use of zoning ordinances and building code requirements 

as a tool to exclude certain types of land uses within a community.8  Similarly, “restrictive covenants are 

provisions in a deed, mortgage, or other fair housing document that regulate the ownership or use of a 

property.”9  Restrictive covenants became increasingly popular as a way to maintain white 

neighborhoods.10  Shortly after, in 1934, the Fair Housing Administration was established and soon began 

to further segregation within the United States.11  Using a policy called “redlining,” the Fair Housing 

Administration refused to insure mortgages in and around African American neighborhoods while 

simultaneously insuring mortgages with the requirement that homes be located in white-only 

neighborhoods.12  These acts “contribut[ed]ing to urban decay and the growth of White suburban 

neighborhoods, while discriminating against Black/African American and other non-White 

communities.”13  From that point up until 1962, Black households in America received only 2% of 

government-backed mortgages and gained none of the equity appreciation white households did.14 

The Fair Housing Act of 1968 (FHA) was enacted on April 11, 1968,15 one week after Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr.’s assassination.  The FHA prohibits discrimination based on a number of protected classes.16  Dr. 

King’s advocacy was closely associated with fair housing and President Lyndon Johnson urged for the 

Acts passing as a tribute to Dr. King’s legacy.17  

The Fair Housing Act “prohibits discrimination by direct providers of housing, such as landlords and real 

estate companies as well as other entities, such as municipalities, banks or other lending institutions and 

homeowner’s insurance companies whose discriminatory practices make housing unavailable to persons 

because of…” their membership of a protected class.18  A protected class is a category of people who 

benefit from protection under anti-discrimination laws.19  The protected classes specified under the Fair 

Housing Act include race and color, religion, sex, national origin, familial status, and disability.20 

 

Commonwealth of Massachusetts Antidiscrimination Laws  

 

The Massachusetts Antidiscrimination statute enumerates additional protected classes to those contained 

in the FHA.  The Massachusetts Antidiscrimination law, also known as Chapter 151B § 4 (“Chapter 
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151B”), adds protections based on gender identity, sexual orientation, genetic information, ancestry, age, 

marital status, and military status.21  In addition to the protected classes covered by the FHA, the 

Massachusetts Antidiscrimination law also protects against discrimination based on receipt of public 

assistance, also referred to as source of income.  This means the Massachusetts Antidiscrimination law 

protects individuals against discrimination because they receive a Section 8/Housing Choice voucher, SSI 

or SSDI, Residential Assistance for Families in Transition (RAFT), or Medicare assistance, among other 

types of public assistance. 

Chapter 151B prohibits landlords, real estate agents, or property managers from: 

• Refusing to rent to somebody because of their housing voucher, 

• Refusing to negotiate with somebody because they have a housing voucher,  

• Setting different terms, conditions, or privileges for an individual because they have a 

housing voucher, 

• Refusing to comply with a requirement of the rental assistance program, 

• Telling a voucher holder the unit is no longer available in order to avoid renting to them, 

• Placing an advertisement for housing that says individuals with housing vouchers cannot 

apply, or  

• Using qualification criteria or procedures that would exclude voucher holders.22 

 

Housing Discrimination Testing Program Overview  

 

The Housing Discrimination Testing Program (HDTP) is part of the Suffolk University Law School’s 

(SULS) Center for Housing Justice and Policy, which is centered in SULS’s Clinical Programs.  HDTP 

has over a decade of experience coordinating housing discrimination tests, conducting empirical studies 

measuring and identifying trends within housing discrimination, representing victims of housing 

discrimination and educating community members and partners on their rights and responsibility within 

the housing market.23  HDTP has conducted over 1,000 housing discrimination tests, trained thousands on 

fair housing topics and recovered thousands of dollars for victims of discrimination. 
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CONSORTIUM TESTING MARCH 2023 – JANUARY 2025 

 

Methodology 

 

Housing discrimination testing is an investigative tool used by fair housing agencies to uncover illegal 

housing discrimination.24 For this project, the HDTP recruited and instructed individual testers to contact 

roughly 130 different properties advertised as available for rent.  The properties were primarily randomly 

selected within the Consortium communities.  HDTP trained the testers who participated in this project on 

testing procedures, techniques, and fair housing laws.  HDTP trained the testers to be objective and 

unbiased.  The testers were not associated with the subjects tested and they had no economic interest in 

the outcome of these tests. 

Outside of a small handful of tests that involved an individual tester, HDTP conducted “matched pair” 

testing in order to analyze a housing providers behavior.  For the purposes of this project, the term 

housing provider refers to real estate agents, real estate companies, property managers, and property 

owners – whoever the person that a prospective renter would interact with then enquiring about a rental 

advertisement.  This type of testing enables fair housing advocates and researchers “to evaluate the nature 

and the extent of housing discrimination by comparing data on the interactions of multiple individuals 

who are similarly situated but for the protected class status (i.e., race and voucher status) with the same 

housing provider.”25   

For example, a race-based test would typically consist of one white tester paired with a Black, Hispanic, 

or Asian tester.  The test coordinator introduced race in these tests by assigning each tester a “racially 

identifiable” name as their alias.26  Testers were instructed to provide their name at the very beginning of 

the test when they first contacted the housing provider.  Due to the research-backed nature of the names 

used during testing, the test coordinator was confident that housing providers were aware of the testers’ 

race upon hearing their name.27 

For voucher-based tests, one tester was assigned a market rate profile, while the other tester was assigned 

a profile where they would pose as a housing voucher recipient.  The tester assigned a voucher was 

instructed to introduce the fact they had a voucher as soon as possible when interacting with a housing 

provider.  Most commonly, testers would ask the housing provider to confirm the price of the unit 

because they would be using a housing voucher.  If the original unit was no longer available, the tester 

with the voucher was instructed to ask if the housing provider had anything similar in the area within their 

budget. 
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Results and Outcomes 

 

HDTP completed 134 tests for this project.  Testing is a valuable tool because of the insights gained into 

what people experience while searching for housing. It provides a way to compare treatment of housing 

seekers and reveals the behavior of housing providers toward those housing seekers. Matched paired 

testing, the testing methodology most frequently used throughout this project, involves using two people 

who are substantially similarly qualified to rent and who are otherwise very similar to one another (same 

sex, close in age, etc.), but for the variable being tested (here race or voucher status). Tests are determined 

to be inconclusive when differential treatment occurs but it is unclear if the treatment was because of the 

tester’s protected class status. 

The tables below provide a breakdown of this project’s testing outcomes. 

 

Test Outcomes: 

Protected Class Total Number 

of Tests 

Evidence No Evidence Inconclusive 

Race  65 14 38 13 

Source of Income 69 24 28 17 
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Testing by Location: 

 Total Number of Tests 

Conducted 

Number of Source of 

Income Tests Finding 

Evidence of Discrimination 

Number of Race Based 

Tests Finding Evidence of 

Discrimination 

Bedford 10 1 1 

Belmont 10 2 2 

Brookline 10 1 3 

Concord 10 1 1 

Framingham 10 1 0 

Lexington 11 2 0 

Natick 11 3 0 

Needham 11 1 1 

Newton 10 1 1 

Sudbury 9 2 1 

Waltham 11 2 2 

Watertown 10 3 2 

Wayland 11 4 0 

 

The fact that no tests conducted in a particular municipality resulted in a finding evidence of 

discrimination are not suggestive that town is free of discrimination.  A randomized empirical study is 

required to produce generalizable data. These tests confirm the existence of both race and source of 

income discrimination in the consortium communities, but were not designed in a manner that would 

produce statistically significant data that can be applied to a broader context. 

Type of Housing Provider Tested How Many Tested (note: some agencies 

were tested multiple times) 

Property Owner  4 

Property Management Company 7 

Apartment Complex 6 

Real Estate Company with 1-20 Licensed Agents  36 

Real Estate Company with 21-100 Licensed Agents 10 

Real Estate Company with 101-1000 Licensed Agents 6 

Real Estate Company with over 1000 Licensed Agents 6 

  

Upon finding evidence of discrimination, HDTP evaluates and refers test evidence to enforcement 

agencies like the Attorney Generals Office, the Massachusetts Commission Against Discrimination, and 

the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development.  These agencies then take action based on their 

available resources and priorities. 

Over the course of this project, HDTP forwarded tests that showed evidence of a consistent pattern of 

discrimination to the MCAD.  The first batch of test evidence that HDTP sent for enforcement was 

comprised of four tests, all of which found evidence of discrimination based on source of income.  These 

instances of discrimination occurred in Brookline, Newton, Waltham, and Watertown and involved 

multiple licensed real estate agents at a real estate company which employs over 100 agents.  The 

enforcement agency took swift action on this matter and sent written notice to the real estate company 

notifying it that the agency had concerns regarding their business practices and found its behavior to be 
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suspicious.  The enforcement agency also put the real estate company on notice that they were being 

monitored for any future irregularities.  

At the date of this report, the enforcement agency has also filed another enforcement action based on 

source of income test evidence that HDTP produced throughout this project.  This matter involved a 

licensed real estate agent, at a real estate company with over 1,000 agents, and was comprised of five 

tests, all of which found evidence of discrimination.  These instances of source of income discrimination 

occurred in, Natick, Waltham, and Wayland.  The enforcement agency is also considering filing 

enforcement action against an additional real estate company based on source of income test evidence.  

This matter involved six tests, with four finding evidence of discrimination based on source of income 

and two finding inconclusive evidence based on source of income.  These tests occurred in Belmont 

Needham, Waltham, Watertown, and Wayland. 

The remaining 53 tests, where evidence of discrimination was found or the results were inconclusive but 

enforcement action was not taken are now on a watchlist and are actively being monitored by HDTP for 

as long as possible pending available funding.   

 

Tester Anecdotes 

 

Below are examples of tests where discrimination was and was not found, as well as an example of a test 

that was deemed inconclusive.   

Example 1, Discrimination Based on Source of Income – differences in treatment: The housing provider 

treated the Control tester and the Protected Class tester differently.  The housing provider gave the 

Control tester a tour of the unit and a copy of the rental application.  The housing provider also told the 

Control tester that the apartment was in a “great location” with lots of shops and restaurants and that the 

landlord was “really great” and “does not do rent increases.”  To the contrary, when the Protected Class 

tester mentioned she had a voucher and asked if she could tour, the housing provider said she could not 

tour because the building’s apartments designated for “low income renters” were already full.  The tester 

then explained that with her housing voucher she could afford a market rate apartment and asked if she 

could apply anyways.  The housing provider again told her no she could not apply.  When the tester asked 

why the housing provider did not provide an explanation and said “that is between the owner and City of 

[X].”   The tester also mentioned that she felt the housing provider was quite impatient with her and 

“ready to terminate the call.” The municipality in this example is not being named because this matter is 

currently involved in active litigation. 

Example 2, Discrimination Based on Source of Income – differences in treatment:  The housing provider 

gave the Control tester a tour of the unit along with a group of other prospective renters.  When the 

Protected Class tester mentioned she had a housing voucher and asked if she could tour, the housing 

provider told the tester the unit had never been inspected by a housing authority before.  The housing 

provider continued on by saying that the housing authority would have to send over an inspector and the 

landlord has to comply with the suggested improvements.  The housing provider mentioned that 

sometimes this is too much for the landlord to do. The housing provider also stated she has had a “bad 

experience” in the past with two different inspectors making different suggestions.  The housing provider 

seemed to deter the tester with the housing voucher from touring and applying for the unit.  The Control 

tester toured the unit, but the Protected Class tester did not.  
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Example 3, No Discrimination based on Source of Income:  The housing provider treated both the 

Control Tester and the Protected Class tester similarly, even after the Protected Class tester mentioned the 

housing voucher.  During the test, the housing provider gave both testers a tour of the unit, and provided 

literature on the unit as well as a copy of the rental application.  In addition, when the Protected Class 

tester stated she had a housing voucher and asked if that was ok, the housing provider said “of course it 

is” and then said that if the tester talks to anybody who says it is not ok, that’s a problem.  This type of 

fair and equal treatment is how all housing providers should treat prospective renters.  

Example 4, Discrimination Based on Race – differences in treatment: The housing provider treated the 

Control tester (a white male) and the Protected Class tester (a Black male) differently by expressing 

concern only over the Protected Class tester’s ability to qualify for the apartment.  When the Control 

tester asked the Housing Provider if he could tour the apartment, the Housing Provider asked if the 

Control tester could tell him a little more about himself and then the two set up a tour.  The day after they 

went on a tour together, the Housing Provider also reached out to the Control tester, without being 

prompted, and offered to send him over the paperwork via email.  When the Protected Class tester asked 

to tour the same apartment, the Housing Provider immediately asked what his income and credit score 

was.  The Protected Class tester answered according to his assigned profile and the Housing Provider then 

asked if he could have a co-signer on standby.  The Housing Provider also mentioned that the landlord 

would run a credit check and asked if the Protected Class tester had “anything you want me give me [sic] 

a heads up? So I can smooth it over for you?” The implication of this question seems to be an assumption 

that the Protected Class tester might have a credit issue he would need to warn the Housing Provider 

about. No assumptions related to credit or questions regarding income or the need for a cosigner were 

made towards the Control tester. 

 

Example 5: Discrimination Based on Race – false information:  In this test, the housing provider told the 

Protected Class tester (a Black female) that the apartment she asked about was already rented, but spent 

the following ten days communicating with the Control tester (a white female) about setting up a time to 

tour the apartment.  During those ten days, the housing provider sent the Control tester a form to fill out 

with screening questions and offered to show the apartment to her multiple times, despite falsely telling 

the Protected Class tester the apartment was already rented. 

 

Example 6, Inconclusive outcome based on Race: In this test, both the Control tester and the Protected 

Class tester were able to connect with the Housing Provider, introduce themselves, and ask about the 

availability of the apartment.  The Housing Provider told both testers she would check to see if the unit 

was available, but was friendlier and more helpful in her response to the Control tester.  Despite this, 

neither tester received a communication back from the Housing Provider regarding the unit’s availability.  

Both the Control tester and Protected Class tester reached out one more time, but did not receive any 

response.  The test was deemed inconclusive is because it is not clear why the Housing Provider initially 

treated the Control tester with a higher level of customer service and then eventually ghosted both the 

Control and Protected Class testers. 

This project also shed light on a hurdle that prospective renters, particularly renters with housing 

vouchers, often face.  In some communities, especially those farther outside of Boston, there is a lack of 

available apartments that fall within the pre-set voucher payment standards.  As a result, this lack of 

inventory makes it much more difficult, and sometimes virtually impossible, for voucher holders to move 

to these communities.  Voucher payment standards are set by local public housing authorities and aim to 

reflect the Fair Market Rents (FMRs) for different unit sizes.28  While Fair Market Rents are published by 

the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) each year, housing authorities often have 

broad discretion when determining amounts in their jurisdiction.29  For example, throughout this project, 

two communities, Sudbury and Wayland, had a consistent lack of available apartments.  It was incredibly 



12 
 

difficult to find one, two, or even three-bedroom units within the voucher payment standards to test 

within those communities.  At the time of publication, only seven Housing Choice Vouchers (HCV) were 

active in the Sudbury zip code 01776, while only five were active in the Wayland zip code 01778.30  It is 

important to ensure that Massachusetts residents have a say in where they can live.  Nobody should be 

unable to move to a particular community simply because they receive assistance by means of a housing 

voucher.   

These results emphasize that housing discrimination based on race and source of income isn’t limited to 

large cities – this discrimination is occurring everywhere. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

For decades, federal, state, and local governments across the United States have systematically excluded 

people based on race and other protected classes.  In order to undo the harm that’s been done, definitive 

action must be taken.  While laws that prohibit discrimination are crucial, they do not reverse the damage 

these racist policies and laws have done.  We must take action in order to rewrite the injustices of the past 

and guarantee that everyone has access to safe and affordable housing. 

 

Best Practices for Fair Housing Enforcement  

 

1. Provide funding for fair housing initiatives  

 

Under the current administration, funding for fair housing programs is at risk, and without it, 

HDTP and similar organizations will be unable or severely limited in the ability to investigate 

housing discrimination, therefore making it difficult to hold those who violate fair housing laws 

accountable.  Now more than ever it is imperative for state and local governments to provide 

funding for fair housing programs in order to promote equal access to safe and affordable housing 

for all individuals, regardless of background or identity.  Funding fair housing initiatives ensures 

resources are available to educate real estate professionals and the public, that fair housing laws 

are enforced, and that assistance is offered to those who have faced discrimination.  
 

An effective way to combat housing discrimination is by conducting regular discrimination 

testing within communities.  “Over the last two years, fair housing complaints have risen by 

14.96% nationally” with 33,007 complaints being filed in 2022 alone.31  Nationally, the most 

common forms of discrimination are related to disability, making up roughly 53.26% of 

complaints, and race, making up 17.63%.  Luckily, fair housing testing has a successful track 

record in decreasing rates of discrimination.  For example, the city of Alexandria, VA annually 

conducts discrimination testing, with almost 2,000 fair housing tests completed since the 

program’s inception in 1990.32  Over the last 23+ years, “the Program has recorded a dramatic 

decline in the identified discrimination practices…”33  Ultimately, investing in fair housing 

programs and testing promotes social equity, enhances economic mobility, and helps create more 

inclusive communities where all residents have the opportunity to thrive. 
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2. Encourage real estate companies to hire DEI positions and participate in DEI trainings 

When it comes to promoting fairness and equality in housing, it starts from within.  “To combat 

bias in real estate, it is crucial to promote diversity, equity and inclusion within the industry. 

Brokerages should actively work toward diversifying their workforce and leadership positions, 

ensuring that individuals from all backgrounds have equal opportunities for success.”34  Offering 

and promoting participation in different trainings and education programs is one key way real 

estate professionals can work to tackle these biases, thus providing more fair and equitable 

services to clients.35  Realtors “pledge to protect the individual right of real estate ownership and 

widen the opportunity to enjoy it” and one way to accomplish this is by increasing diversity 

among real estate professionals and understanding past, present, and future barriers to fair 

housing.36 

A 2020 diversity and inclusion study, conducted by a company that collects employee feedback 

in the real estate industry, found that two-thirds of employees feel that employees are treated 

equally, while only 68% agree that job opportunities are promoted to all employees.37  

Furthermore, the study found that 80% of employees feel their company is committed to diversity 

and 82% agree their supervisor created an inclusive workplace.38  While these numbers reflect the 

work the real estate industry has done in the past to promote diversity, equity, and inclusion, there 

is still room for improvement. 

3. Hold real estate professionals accountable for violating fair housing laws  

It should come as no surprise that one of the ways to enforce fair housing practices is to 

reprimand those who violate fair housing laws.  As seen through the results of this project, as well 

as HDTP’s 2020 empirical study, there is no shortage of discriminatory conduct across the 

Commonwealth.39  What there is a shortage of, however, is consequences for those who violate 

the Fair Housing Act.  The National Fair Housing Alliance (NFHA) highlights that not only are 

those who violate fair housing laws engaging in unethical behavior, but they are also deliberately 

violating the laws in which they are required to be familiar with.40  There needs to be significant 

consequences for those who violate fair housing laws, including license suspensions and 

revocations, along with significant financial penalties. 

In 2016 on Long Island, New York, through systemic testing and investigating, it was discovered 

that NPS Property Corporations (NPS) was telling prospective African American tenants and 

prospective white tenants different information regarding the availability of housing.41 “This 

investigation also revealed that NPS was alleged to be discriminating against prospective tenants 

who use housing vouchers designed for those who have disabilities...”42  A settlement in this case 

was finally reached in April 2024 when NPS Property Corporation agreed to pay $105,000 to end 

the lawsuit over alleged racial and disability discrimination.43  Also in New York, in 2019 the 

New York Attorney General opened an investigation into several real estate companies where it 

uncovered agents “showing preferential treatment to white homebuyers, disparaging 

neighborhoods of color, and directing homebuyers of color to homes in neighborhoods where 

residents predominantly belonged to communities of color.”44  The lawsuit was eventually settled 

in 2022 and the real estate companies agreed to pay $115,000 to remedy their discriminatory 

practices and participate in regular fair housing trainings.45  Attorney General Letitia James 

stated, “These settlements should send a clear message: if you discriminate and deny New 

Yorkers their basic right to housing, we will take action.”46 
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In Massachusetts, numerous agencies have also been advocating for legislators and politicians to 

support bills aimed at ending discrimination and penalizing those who violate fair housing laws. 

For example, An Act to End Housing Discrimination in the Commonwealth (HD.2049), 

legislation filed again this year, directly addresses this topic.47  This legislation, among other 

suggestions, calls for referring final judicial and administrative findings against licensed real 

estate brokers to the Board of Registration of Real Estate Brokers and Salespersons and requires 

the Board to temporarily suspend the broker’s license.48  This legislation also proposes that, for a 

second act of discrimination, the real estate broker’s license shall be suspended for 180 days, 

rather than the 90 days under the existing statute.49   

 

Best Practices for Expanding Community Education and Outreach  

 

1. Provide regular trainings for real estate agents and community members to ensure everybody 

knows their rights and responsibilities 

 

Education is a key piece when it comes to affirmatively furthering fair housing and preventing 

discrimination within a community.  Fair housing education is a two-step process.  The first step 

in the process is educating community members, including current and future renters so they are 

aware of their rights under the law and if those rights are being violated.50  The second part of the 

process is educating landlords and real estate professionals in order to ensure they “understand 

their obligations so they can stay in compliance with fair housing laws.”51  Educational 

campaigns for both the general public and real estate professionals can involve outreach 

techniques such as public service announcements, workshops, seminars, pamphlets, and multi-

media advertisements.52  These educational campaigns can be particularly helpful for those are 

who new to renting, new to being landlords, and those who receive extra protections under the 

law.53 

 

Numerous cities and municipalities throughout the country have created educational campaigns 

and materials to ensure this two-step approach is successfully implemented.  For example, the 

Greater New Orleans Fair Housing Action Center created a Fair Housing University which offers 

an array of trainings which can also be customized to particular group of agency needs.54  Some 

of these trainings include: Fair Housing 101 for Small Landlords, Fair Housing 101 for the 

Management Team, Fair Housing 101 for Service Providers, as well as a customizable 

Affirmatively Furthering Fair Housing training.55  

 

In addition, Montgomery County, Maryland created a broad outreach campaign to support 

community members, along with landlords, lenders, property managers, and other real estate 

professionals.56  Specifically, the county developed a Fair Housing Coordinating Group, as well 

as a high school fair housing curriculum.57  The Fair Housing Coordinating Group consists of 

employees from six different local agencies in order to “facilitate and promote the County’s 

efforts in preventing discrimination in housing.”58  Moreover, the fair housing curriculum is 

implemented into all 10th grade social studies classrooms throughout the 23 Montgomery County 

high schools.59  The county also discusses fair housing with 5th graders as part of a Human Rights 

camp.60 
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2. Encourage municipalities to create a designated Fair Housing Advisory Committee/Commission 

 

At the root, Fair Housing Committees and Commissions work to collaborate with the community 

to ensure all residents have fair and equal access to housing.  This type of “civic engagement 

helps to increase awareness of fair housing at the local level, assist the municipality in defining 

needs, and insure issues and complaints are addressed.”61  It also helps community members 

become more involved in municipal government and gives them the opportunity to advocate for 

causes they feel passionate about.62  For example, both the City of Somerville and Newton have 

created committees/commissions to support local fair housing efforts.63  Smaller municipalities, 

such as Melrose and Ashfield, which are more citizen led, allow them to bring to the table 

firsthand knowledge about what is going on in the community.64 

 

3. Encourage community participation and mobilize community members to feel comfortable 

bringing issues to light, and filing complaints 

 

Providing opportunities for the public, especially those who are part of, or work with, 

marginalized groups, is crucial in fostering an effective fair housing plan.65  In addition to 

individual community members, municipalities should also look to engage with community 

partners such as fair housing and tenant advocacy groups. neighborhood associations, real estate 

associations, social justice organizations, local businesses, and social service organizations, to 

name a few.66  While it does not happen overnight, it is important to build trust and take time to 

develop meaningful relationships within the community. 

 

One way to create and maintain relationships with individual community members can be seen by 

looking at the City of Winston-Salem’s Community Assistant Liaisons program.67  The City 

began working on a plan to assess fair housing within the community and tasked liaisons with the 

responsibility of being their “eyes” within the community.68  “City liaisons provide information 

on city services and programs, maintain relationships with non-profits, county and state agencies, 

and direct residents to those resources when appropriate.”69  The liaisons also “organize and 

coordinate special events and community meetings on behalf of council members to engage 

residents and seek feedback on community issues.”70  There are also options for non-city officials 

to canvass throughout the community.  In Hamilton, Ohio, the local government realized that 

some residents, mostly among the Hispanic population, distrusted the government and therefore 

sent out non-city employees to gain feedback on their experiences.71 

 

4. Engage with social service organizations in the area to bridge gaps between services  

 

In addition to building relationships with fair housing non-profits and elected officials, it is also 

important to remember to develop relationships with individuals and non-governmental 

organizations committed to furthering fair housing goals.  This might look like fostering and 

maintaining relationships with “fair housing advocates, real estate professionals, landlords, 

employers, health care providers, universities and other schools, transit agencies, [fair housing 

organizations], and other organizations that represented protected classes and hard-to-reach 

populations.”72  Engaging with multiple local leaders and organizations will help ensure that 

multiple perspectives are heard and the fair housing process serves those who actually live in the 

community.  In addition, collaboration with community groups helps promote continuity and 
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accountability throughout the fair housing process and sets up the residents, organizations, and 

government for success.  

 

An example of this collaboration can be seen through the creation of the Chelsea HUB in 

Chelsea, MA.73  “The Hub is a police-led initiative made up of designated staff from the 

community and government agencies that meet weekly to address specific situations regarding 

clients facing elevated levels of risk, and develop immediate, coordinated, and integrated 

responses through the mobilization of resources.”74  The HUB model derives from a city in the 

Canadian province of Saskatchewan, and while the Chelsea HUB was the first HUB in the United 

States, there are also now HUBs in Springfield, Worcester, Jamaica Plain, East Boston, 

Lawrence, and Medford.75   Some of the risk factors the HUB address are mental health, housing, 

poverty, public health and safety, family violence, substance abuse, and basic needs.76  It is no 

secret that housing instability is usually only one of the issues individuals are navigating, and the 

HUB model recognizes that, and works together to give community members the holistic support 

necessary to succeed 

 

Best Practices for Local Ordinances to Address Housing Discrimination and Inequity  

 

1. Encourage effective housing policies, promote inclusionary zoning programs, offer density 

bonuses to developers, utilize linkage fees, and advocate for compliance with the MBTA 

Communities Act.  

 

a. Comply with MBTA Communities Act 

Complying with the MBTA Communities Act is an important step for towns to promote 

fair housing and expand housing opportunities for all residents. The Act requires “177 

communities served by or located near the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority 

(MBTA) to zone for more multifamily housing.”77  In communities with MBTA service, 

the multifamily homes must be located less than half a mile from either a subway or 

commuter rail station, a ferry station, or a bus station.78  To comply, each town’s zoning 

plan must allow for a minimum number of multi-family housing units which is based on 

the community’s current housing stock.  This number can range from less than 100 for 

smaller towns to over 10,000 for larger municipalities.79 

Some towns, such as Lexington, have proactively complied, already receiving numerous 

applications for new developments which would generate 960 housing units.80  However, 

other towns, like Milton and Holden, have stated they have no intention to comply with 

the Act.81  Both towns are currently facing penalties due to their noncompliance as their 

deadlines to comply have passed.82  While the deadline for compliance for other cities is 

not until the end of 2025, some cities have yet to pass zoning laws intended to comply 

with the program.83  Currently, there are 31 cities who are considered non-compliant with 

the Act.84   

 

On January 8, 2025, the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court released a ruling on the 

MBTA Communities Act starting “the Attorney General has the power to bring a suit for 

declaratory and injunctive relief to enforce § 3A” but that they are not “presently 

enforceable” because the “guidelines were not promulgated in accordance with the APA” 
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also known at the Administrative Procedures Act.85  Six days after the ruling was 

released, the Executive Office of Housing and Livable Communities (EOHLC), 

previously known as DHCD, published emergency regulations that were effective for 90 

days.”86  While the emergency regulations do not substantively change the laws zoning 

requirements, it does provide communities with additional time to comply with the law.  

Communities that are not currently in compliance will have until February 13 to submit 

an action plan outlining how they will meet the legal requirements of the law, and will 

then have until July 14 to achieve compliance. 

On January 25, 2025, the Consortium community of Needham submitted an action plan 

for interim compliance to the EOHLC, which consists of advancing the MBTA base 

compliance plan.87  Proposed zoning amendments include amending the zoning bylaws to 

advance the MBTA base compliance plan with a public hearing on the matter scheduled 

for February 13, 2025.88 The final town meeting is anticipated for early May of 2025, 

with a compliant MBTA Communities Act zoning submittal to immediately be sent to the 

EOHLC.89 

 

b. Inclusionary Zoning 

 

Inclusionary zoning polices attempt to ameliorate the negative consequences of years of 

discriminatory housing policies (including exclusionary zoning) that have led to a wealth 

and opportunity gap between white people and people of color.90  For example, such 

policies create dedicated affordable housing units by requiring or encouraging developers 

to include a specified percentage of below-market-rate units in a larger development.91  

Typically these policies require 10-30% of the units be reserved for lower income 

residents.92  A 2019 report, Inclusionary Housing in the United States, authored by 

Ruoniu Wang and Sowmya Balachandran, found that over 100,000 affordable units are 

produced by the creation of 258 inclusionary housing programs and that communities 

with inclusionary housing programs have a lower poverty rate than neighborhoods 

without inclusionary housing.93  On average, each inclusionary housing program created 

426 below-market rate units, with 23 programs creating more than 1,000 below-market 

units.94 

 

Other studies have also documented the number of affordable housing units produced by 

inclusionary housing programs across the country.  Montgomery County, Maryland has 

been considered one of “the most productive – and long-standing – program[s]” in the 

country with more than 13,000 affordable housing units produced between 1974 and 

2011.95  Other examples include an inclusionary housing program in Chicago which 

produced more than 200 affordable units per year between 2003 and 2009 as well at 

Burlington, Vermont where “half of all new residential construction was attributed to the 

city’s inclusionary housing program.”96 

 

There are many elements necessary to consider when looking to create an effective 

inclusionary housing program.  The report Advancing Racial Equity in Inclusionary 

Housing Programs: A Guide for Policy and Practice discusses a handful of factors to 

take into consideration when developing an inclusionary housing program including:  
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1. Choose income targets for affordable units that match those of renter households 

of color, 

2. Require or encourage the constructions of unit sizes that match the household 

sizes of renter households of color, 

3. Adopt building design standards to avoid stigmatizing residents of affordable 

units, 

4. Consider the use of city subsidies to advance racial equity goals,  

5. Base the decisions about compliance alternatives on the needs and preferences 

of households of color, 

6. Establish high-bar marketing requirements to ensure renters of color have 

access, 

7. Support preference policies that advance racial equity, 

8. Use a lottery for application selection, 

9. Set limits on resident screening criteria, 

10. Require rental property owners to accept Section 8 Housing Choice Vouchers, 

11. Collect and analyze data on the race and ethnicity of those served by affordable 

units, 

12. Base the decisions about which resale formula to use on feedback from people 

of color and equity-oriented organizations, 

13. Require lasting affordability for affordable units, and 

14. Partner with a Community Land Trust for stewardship of affordable units.97 

The Lincoln Institute of Land and Policy also released a report in 2015 that analyzed methods 

that built support for inclusionary housing while also developing an effective program.98  The 

report highlights ways to garner support for an inclusionary housing program such as “(1) 

studying and understanding the housing need and the full spectrum of available tools; (2) 

educating and engaging the public; (3) researching the market economics; and (4) engaging 

with the real estate community.”99  In addition, the report identified other factors to take into 

consideration when designing an inclusionary housing program including:  

1.  Program structure,  

2. Program beneficiaries,  

3. Targeted geographical areas, 

4.  Set-aside requirements, 

5.  In-Lieu fees, 

6.  Offsite development options,  

7.  Developer incentives,  

8.  Design standards, and 

9.  Affordability preservation.100 

Every community is different when it comes to their political, economic, and rental climates, 

so no two inclusionary housing programs will be alike; however, the above-mentioned factors 

can help jurisdictions develop a program that will be most beneficial in their area.101 
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c. Density Bonus 

 

Density bonuses incentivize developers to build more affordable housing by allowing 

additional units, floor area, or building height beyond standard zoning limits in exchange 

for including affordable units. These bonuses typically offer 10-20% increase over 

baseline density.102  Density bonus programs are most effective in areas with strong 

housing markets that wish to create more affordable housing options.103  Housing markets 

with high rents and land values tend to benefit the most from a program that offers 

different levels of bonus programs.104 

 

For example, in Montgomery County, Maryland, 12.5% of all new residential units must 

be affordable, but if the developer chooses to take advantage of the County’s density 

bonus program, that percentage rises to 15%.105 

 

Local jurisdictions can adopt different approaches to density bonus programs.  Examples 

include: 

• Austin, Texas uses a two-tiered system offering greater bonuses near transit 

corridors.106 

• Miami, Florida uses a sliding scale that adjusts incentives based on the share and 

affordability level of units provided.107  

• San Diego, California provides a notable success story. Its 2018 amendments to 

the density bonus program, coupled with the 2016 Affordable Homes Bonus 

Program, significantly boosted housing production. By 2022, 44% of eligible 

projects utilized the density bonus program, creating over 6,000 new homes, 

including 463 deed-restricted affordable units in mixed-income projects, 

primarily without public subsidies.108 

 

The Housing Innovations Program (HIP), based in Seattle, Washington, created a density 

bonus tool profile to help jurisdictions develop effective density bonus programs.109  The 

tool profile discusses the following elements communities should analyze when looking 

to design a program.110 

 

1. Identifying program area boundaries 

2. Defining program targets and goals  

3. Determining the bonuses to be granted (ex. density, height, floor area ratio) 

4. As-of-right vs. Discretionary bonusses 

5. Off-site alternatives  

6. Retention of affordability  

7. Stakeholder input including developers, housing organizations, economist, etc. 

8. Implementation  

9. Monitoring111 

 

d. Linkage Fees 

Linkage fees link market-rate development with affordable housing production. 
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• Residential Linkage Fees: Charged per unit or based on square footage of new 

homes 

• Commercial Linkage Fees:  Charged to office or retail developers, with funds 

allocated to affordable housing.112 

For example: 

• The City of Boston has one of the oldest commercial linkage fee programs, 

charging $8 per square foot of commercial development, generating $45 million 

from 1986 to 2000 to support approximately 5,000 affordable units.113 

• Mountain View, California charges new residential development $10 a square 

foot.  

• Santa Monica, California charges approximately $28 a square foot.  

• Berkeley, California charges $28,000 for each new market-rate home.114 

 

These programs provide critical funding for affordable housing while balancing market-

rate development needs.  Currently, the following communities in Massachusetts have 

sought linkage fees through special legislation: Boston, Cambridge, Chelsea, Concord, 

Everett, Gloucester, Somerville, and Watertown.115 

 

2. Add AFFH language to zoning codes and require Accessibility Checklists 

Communities can strengthen fair housing practices by including language in their zoning codes to 

affirmatively further fair housing (AFFH). AFFH “refers to taking intentional steps, using federal 

housing funding, to ensure that people in protected groups have housing that meet the goals of the 

Fair Housing Act.”116  During his first term, President Trump paused, and eventually eliminated, 

the AFFH rule, so it is fair to assume the Administration will focus on rolling back protections 

again in his second term.117 Cities, towns, and states may want to consider codifying AFFH 

requirements themselves so this important framework is not lost.   

The City of Boston has sought to protect the AFFH rule by strengthening their fair housing laws 

and adding requirements in their zoning codes to affirmatively further fair housing.118  The City 

of Boston was the first major city in the United States to include this type of language in their 

zoning code, which “require proposed development projects and/or Planned Development Areas 

(PDAs) undergoing Article 80 review to consider impacts on area residents historically 

discriminated against so that steps can be taken to reduce those impacts, provide new housing 

opportunities, and address past histories of exclusion.”119   

Boston’s approach also requires the use of an Accessibility Checklist, ensuring that projects 

account for the needs of people with disabilities through displacement analysis and historical 

exclusion data.120  The goal is to plan for accessibility before the project, rather than at the 

completion of the project.121 

The Accessibility Checklist requires developers to disclose information such as:  

• Basic project information, 

• Building Classification and Description,  

• Accessibility of Existing Infrastructure,  

• Existing and Proposed Surrounding Site Conditions,  
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• Building Entrances, Vertical Connections, Accessible Routes, and Common 

Areas, 

• Affordable Housing Units (if applicable),  

• Accessible Parking,  

• Community Impact, 

• And a list of any and all documents, drawings, photos, and diagrams being 

submitted with the checklist.122  

 

 

3. Eliminate restrictive land use to allow for multifamily homes 

One of the most effective ways to promote fair housing and increase affordability, thus 

decreasing levels of discrimination and segregation, is through eliminating restrictive zoning.    

“Zoning and land-use regulations, intentionally or unintentionally, help wealthier Americans 

“protect” the value of their homes by preventing new housing development and pricing out 

minority—usually black—and low-income families.”123 Restrictive zoning covenants contribute 

“to socioeconomic divisions, worsen the housing affordability crisis, and artificially inflate 

housing prices” while also having a detrimental effect on the environment and public health.124  

Roughly 75 percent of land in American cities is limited in use because zoning laws in the area 

only permit the construction of single-family residences.125  This type of restrictive land use 

suppresses housing supply, thus driving up housing costs and widening the racial and economic 

disparities within communities.126 

In addition to simply eliminating single family zoning, communities can implement “bundle 

zoning reforms” which involves reforming height restrictions, lot size requirements, minimum 

floor area requirements, and office site parking requirements.127  These types of reforms helped 

Minneapolis double its housing stock between 2015 and 2020 “with over 90% of new units being 

in large buildings with at least 10 units.”128 

4. Support the construction and use of Accessory Dwelling Units (ADUs) 

Massachusetts recently passed legislation, The Affordable Homes Act, scheduled to go into effect 

on February 2, 2025, to help battle the Commonwealth’s growing housing crisis.129  Overall, 

Governor Maura Healey and advocates have stated they hope this Act will create more than 

65,000 new homes statewide over the next five years.130  With that effort in mind, this legislation 

includes an amendment of the current zoning act to allow ADUs of up to 900 square feet to be 

built in districts with single family zoning.131  ADUs are a “secondary residential living space 

located on the same lot of a single-family home.132  To qualify as an ADU, the property must 

“Maintain a separate entrance, either directly from the outside or through an entry hall or corridor 

shared with the principal dwelling sufficient to meet the requirements of the state building code 

for safe egress; Be either no larger than half the gross floor area of the principal dwelling or 900 

square feet, whichever is smaller; and Meet local municipal restrictions, including, but not limited 

to, additional size restrictions and restrictions or prohibitions on short-term rental.”133 

ADUs offer a variety of benefits for property owners, renters, and the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts including:  

• Providing rental income for property owners,  
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• Providing long-term housing options for seniors by allowing them to downsize 

while staying close to family,  

• Adding more affordable rental units to the housing market, 

• Making it more affordable to residents to stay in communities they love,  

• Increasing overall housing supply throughout the Commonwealth, and  

• Making use of existing land and structures, thus being more sustainable and 

economical.134 

The use of ADUs has gained popularity throughout the country, with California leading the way.  

The City of Los Angeles offers an ADU program where homeowners and developers can select 

an ADU from 20 preapproved models that range from studios less than 400 feet to three-bedroom 

homes of up to 1200 feet.135  In addition, a research center part of UCLA called CityLAB created 

a guidebook for homeowners looking to build an ADU.136  The guidebook provides step-by-step 

instructions on how to build, how to submit an application, and how to find designers, lenders, 

and contractors.137  These initiatives have been largely successful with the construction of ADUs 

jumping from “9,000 in 2018 to 12,392 in 2020.”138  Seattle, Washington also highlights the 

success of ADUs with the City now building more ADUs than single family homes.139  In 2022, 

Seattle permitted 988 ADUs to be built (437 attached accessory dwelling units and 551 detached 

units) with 650 of those being constructed.140  This was an increase from 2021 where 771 units 

were permitted and 2020 where 490 were permitted.141  A member of the Seattle Planning 

Commission stated this increase in ADU construction is “just indicative of how much demand 

there is.”142  Overall, the construction of these units allows people access to some of the most 

exclusive neighborhoods in Seattle, while also opening up suburban areas to housing growth.143 

5. Support eliminating renter-paid broker fees 

At the beginning of 2025, Governor Healey stated that she will be proposing eliminating renter-

paid broker fees as part of her 2026 budget proposal.144  Broker fees are fees paid to the real estate 

professional for listing and showing the property to prospective renters and are usually equal to 

one month’s rent.145  With the median rent of a one-bedroom apartment at $2,500 a month, 

tenants are expected to pay nearly $10,000 in start-up costs.146  These start-up costs include first 

and last months rent, security deposit, and a broker fee.147  When asked about this proposal, 

Governor Healey stated, “We’re proud to be proposing this change that will save renters 

thousands of dollars – making it possible for more young people, seniors and families to stay in 

Massachusetts, help businesses attract the best talent, and put more money back in people’s 

pockets for groceries, health care, and other needs.”148   

6. Offer down payment assistance programs 

Municipalities can also promote fair housing and opportunity through providing municipal down 

payment assistance programs, particularly for first time home buyers.  The gap between Black 

home ownership, and those of other race and ethnicities, is larger now than it was in 2011 with a 

gap of 29%.149  In 2021, “the homeownership rate for White Americans in 2021 was 72.7%, but 

the rate for Black Americans was 44%.”150  In addition, “the homeownership rate for Asian 

Americans was 62.8% and for Hispanic Americans it was 50.6%.”151  Over the last decade, Black 

homeownership rates have only gone up roughly 0.4%.152   

Through creating and offering more down payment assistance programs, particularly in high cost 

metro areas, municipalities can help increase rates of Black homeownership.153  “Studies show 

down payment assistance has an important role in closing the racial wealth gap, particularly in 

high-cost areas, where racial wealth gaps put many Black potential homebuyers at a 
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disadvantage.”154  When developing a down payment assistance program, the National Fair 

Housing Association recommends: 

• Targeting eligibility towards first-generation homebuyers, 

• Analyzing and screening potential administrators in order to assure the they are 

capable of dispersing funds to social and economically disadvantaged individuals 

and, 

• Providing a minimum of $20,000 be provided to in assistance to eligible 

families.155 

To further explore the possibilities and benefits of offering a down payment assistance program, 

the Joint Center for Housing Studies of Harvard University analyzed the effect $25,000 in down 

payment assistance could have on homeownership rates for Black and Hispanic renters.156  The 

article refers to a variety of factors that contribute to the homeownership gap, including lower 

incomes, impaired credit, lower wealth, and lack of knowledge surrounding the homebuying 

process, and highlights how down payment assistance might play an essential role in helping 

millions of families achieve home ownership.157  The study found “that in every state but Hawaii 

as of September 2022, $25,000 in down payment assistance would be enough to cover a 3.5 

percent down payment on a moderately priced home, which [they] define as one priced at 80 

percent of the typical home price in the state.”158 In turn, this “assistance could potentially help up 

to 1.1 million Black and Hispanic renters aged 25-54 who have incomes high enough to afford a 

moderately priced home in their state under a standard qualifying debt-to-income ratio of 31 

percent.159 

Currently, the Commonwealth of Massachusetts offers six statewide and regional down payment 

assistance programs.160  Moreover, only 29 of 351 cities in the Commonwealth offer additional 

municipal down payment assistance programs.161  At the moment, according to Massachusetts 

Housing Partnership, the only Consortium city to offer a down payment assistance program is the 

City of Newton.162  

7. Support the creation of and provide resources for a Community Land Trust  

A community land trust (CLT) is a nonprofit corporation “that holds land on behalf of a place 

based community, while serving as the long-term steward for affordable housing, community 

gardens, civil buildings, commercial spaces and other community assets on behalf of a 

community.”163  In a CLT, the land is owned by the trust and is governed by a non-profit board 

and its members, both of which are comprised of people who live and/or work in the defined 

geographic area.164  With residents playing an active role in the governance and decision-making 

process, this allows them to have influence over land and address local challenges with local 

solutions.165  Because of this, CLTs have become a pivotal part of keeping home prices affordable 

and allowing low-income residents to build equity as homeowners.166  This model creates 

sustainable levels of affordability “because the CLT retains ownership of the underlying land” 

and the “housing remains permanently affordable, even as the original beneficiaries sell and move 

on.”167  The housing is also kept outside of the general housing market, allowing the CLT resale 

formula to keep the resale price of homes in the community low.168  Overall, this allows CLTs to 

minimize racial wealth gaps, enhance stability, prevent gentrification, and offer affordable 

housing.169 
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An example of CLT in Massachusetts is the Boston Neighbor Community Land Trust 

(BNCLT).170  This Boston Land Trust predominantly focuses on the neighborhoods of Mattapan, 

Dorchester, and Roxbury and “works to combat displacement and racial injustice by creating 

permanently affordable, community-controlled housing.”171  As part of its model, BNCLT will 

either keep properties for active tenants or will sell the property to a buyer at an affordable rate, 

allowing people the chance to gain wealth and equity through homeownership.172  In addition, 

BNCLT works to “protect affordability; prevent foreclosure; and take properties off the 

speculative market” while also working with outside community partners and realtors to set 

members up for success.173 

While municipal governments themselves do not start CLTs, they do, however, play a vital role in 

getting the trusts set up and on a path towards success.174  Municipalities can help its residents by:  

• Introducing them to the idea of starting a CLT, 

• Convening with stakeholders to support the formation of a CLT,  

• Participate in the planning process by including elected officials and municipal 

staff,  

• Hire consultants and other experts to assist in the technical aspects, 

• Provide start up funding and staff, and  

• Ensure a project timeline to help achieve success.175 

The impact a municipal government can have on CLT doesn’t end there.  To sustain a CLT, a 

municipality should consider adopting the following policies: 

• “Establish a publicly accessible inventory of surplus properties, 

• Prioritize lasting affordability in the disposition of publicly-owned land, and  

• Discount land prices when selling to entities that ensure that housing on the land 

remains affordable in perpetuity.”176 

 

8. Encourage eligible property owners and households to participate in the SNO Mass program  

 

EOHLC recently developed a program aimed at offering families with vouchers more choice over 

where they decide to live in hopes of helping families gain access to more “high opportunity” 

areas.177  The Program is called Supporting Neighborhood Opportunity in Massachusetts (SNO 

Mass).178  Before its inception, 52% of the households in EOHLC’s voucher program lived in just 

21 of the 251 municipalities across Massachusetts.179  Moreover, only 8 percent of EOHLC HCV 

households with children were living in neighborhoods indexed as “High Opportunity” or “Very 

High Opportunity” by the Child Opportunity Index.”180  Under this program, eligible families 

have the ability to move to these designated “Opportunity Areas” as a benefit not only to 

themselves, but also to property owners.  

 

To be eligible to participate in the SNO Mass program households must have an EOHLC 

Housing Choice Voucher, have at least one child under the age of 18 in the household, not 

currently live in a SNO Mass Opportunity Area, and be in good standing with the Regional 

Administering Agency.181  This program is beneficial for tenants as it provided a dedicated 

Mobility Specialist who can help find an apartment, negotiate with property owners, and connect 

families with local resources.182  In addition, the program provides households with access to an 

online tool to help search for apartments as well as financial assistance with security deposits 
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moving costs, and other associated feed.183  Property owners who participate in the SNO Mass 

program also receive benefits for participating such as: 

 

• Having access to a ready pool of prospective tenants, to help fill units efficiently, 

• Benefiting from a reliable rental revenue stream, as the Housing Choice Voucher 

will absorb any loss in renters’ incomes due to job loss or hourly work reduction. 

• Monthly subsidy payments made through direct deposit, 

• Receiving $500 when renting to a SNO Mass participant and an additional $500 

when renewing the lease or renting the unit to another SNO Mass tenant; 

• Potentially receiving a higher rent subsidy than what other local housing 

authorities offer (depending on the area); 

• Maintaining control over property management decisions, as well as applicant 

screenings and suitability, as long as the same criteria is used for all applicants 

and is in accordance with Fair Housing laws; 

• Having a single point of contact at the agency to help ensure a smooth, expedited 

lease-up process and to handle any inquiries after the tenant moves in.184 

As of last year, the SNO Mass program had helped 125 families, including 270 children, move into 

higher-opportunity neighborhoods creating a healthier and stable environment.185 

9. Incentivize landlords to rent to low income and Section 8 tenants  

 

Out of the 49.5 million rental housing units in the United States, roughly 46% of those properties 

are between 1- 4 units.186  Moreover, more than 70% of those 1- 4 rental properties are owned by 

mom-and-pop landlords.187  Mom-and-pop landlords are “defined as individual landlords owning 

10 or fewer properties” who’s housing stock is also typically more affordable for renters.188 The 

Rental Housing Finance Survey highlights the importance of working with mom-and-pop 

landlords as they make up a huge percentage of the rental market.  There are multiple ways to 

incentive landlords to rent to low-income and Section 8 tenants including financial incentives and 

rewards.189 

 

Marin Housing Authority in California created a “Landlord Partnership Program” aimed at 

expanding “rental opportunities for families holding housing choice vouchers by making landlord 

participation in the program more attractive and feasible, and by making the entire program more 

streamlined.”190  Throughout the first two years of this program, from 2016-2018, Marin Housing 

Authority was able to increase tenants voucher success by 22%.191  The program was approved 

for another 2-year extension in 2018.192  Some benefits include: 

• Security deposit assistance: up to $2,500 per family to be paid to the owner and 

then returned to the housing authority once the family moves out if there are no 

damages. 

• Loss mitigation: up to $3,500 per family to be paid to the owner once family 

vacates and it is determined the family caused damages beyond normal wear and 

tear. 

• Vacancy loss: provides up to one months rent to the landlord or property owner 

while repairing excessive damage done to the unit. 

• Building and Planning Permit Fees: Owners with properties in the County 

Unincorporated areas that participate in rental assistance programs with 50% of 
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their units would be allowed to have building permit fees waived on a prorated 

basis for work done at the rental site for repairs or improvements. 

• Landlord Liaison Project: access to a 24-hour landlord hotline to assist with 

immediate issues, Rapid response to landlord concerns through collaborative 

partnerships with County Departments and other community based non-profit 

providers, establish a landlord advisory committee, and offer landlord workshops 

and trainings.193 

San Diego Housing Commission in California also created a program which provides financial 

incentive to landlords who rent to community members experiencing homelessness.194  The 

Landlord Engagement and Assistance Program (LEAP), which is part of San Diego’s Housing 

First action plan, has created more than 9,300 housing solutions since its inception five and a half 

years ago.195  The program offers the following incentives to eligible landlords: 

• $500 for the first unit landlords rent to a homeless household and $250 for each 

additional unit, 

• Up to two times the contract rent in security deposits and an average of $100 in 

utility assistance per household, 

• A contingency fund to help landlords cover expenses, such as repairs that exceed 

security deposits, 

• Dedicated San Diego Housing Commission (SDHC) housing specialists to 

answer landlords’ questions.196 

The City of Tulsa, Oklahoma created a rewards program called the Gold Star Landlord Program 

which “provides incentives and rewards for landlords and property owners who engage in the best 

rental practices.”197  Some of the rewards available to landlords through this program include: 

• Advertising and promotional benefits,  

• Prioritized processing of applications to the City of Tulsa’s Emergency Rental 

Assistance Program, 

• Support of Tulsa Authority for Economic Opportunity staff, 

• Landlord incentives funded by their Affordable Housing Trust, 

• Referral of tenants with the Housing Stability Certification from the Housing 

Solutions’ Landlord Tenant Resource Center.198 
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CONCLUSION  

 

Housing discrimination remains a pervasive issue in cities and towns throughout the United States, with 

deep historical roots that continue to negatively impact our communities.  The effects of housing 

discrimination extend well beyond the real estate market and impacts all areas of a person’s life.  Where 

one lives either creates a gateway or a barrier to opportunities in education, employment, health care, and 

social mobility.  Restricting where a person can live often limits their opportunities and personal 

advancement. This project highlights that, despite the Fair Housing Act and the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts’ Anti-Discrimination statute, discrimination is still occurring in the consortium 

communities.  This project challenges the idea that housing discrimination only occurs in large cities and 

metropolitan areas, and not in suburban areas.  Overall, 35% of the source of income tests and 22% of the 

race tests revealed evidence of discrimination.  At the time of publication, fifteen of the tests have been 

forwarded to an enforcement agency where action was either taken or is awaiting resolution.  To combat 

housing discrimination, comprehensive initiatives must be taken at local, state, and federal levels and 

involve reform in both policy and practice.  The path toward housing equality will require a collaborative 

approach from lawmakers, politicians, developers, and community organizations and members.  By 

working together and implementing policies to ensure equal housing access for all, we will move closer 

towards a future where everybody has access to safe and affordable housing.   
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