
From: Kathleen Hobson khobson65@gmail.com
Subject: Zoning and affordability

Date: August 30, 2020 at 3:06 PM
To: Newton City Council citycouncil@newtonma.gov
Cc: Ruthanne Fuller rfuller@newtonma.gov, Dana Hanson dhanson@newtonma.gov, Barney Heath bheath@newtonma.gov,

Zachery LeMel zlemel@newtonma.gov

Dear Newton City Councilors:

Councilor Norton responded to the email I sent you a week ago, on behalf of the Engine 6 leadership team, with this question: 
“If we eliminate single family zoning, more housing could be built by right on lots that are currently zoned for single family 
homes. But they will be expensive. Do you support putting any sort of limitations on these new housing units to ensure they are 
actually affordable?”

The issue of zoning and affordability has become a hot topic on Newton listservs and social media, and it occurs to me that 
more than one of you might appreciate my reply—which is not original, and represents Engine 6’s collective current thinking.

Yours truly,

Kathleen Hobson
617-417-0537

Begin forwarded message:

From: Kathleen Hobson <khobson65@gmail.com>
Subject: Re: Zoning Redesign—Thanks for your continuing hard work
Date: August 29, 2020 at 4?29?10 PM EDT
To: Emily Norton <councilornorton@gmail.com>

Hi, Emily. Here’s the current state of my thinking on zoning and affordability. 

One big reason for Newton’s ever-increasing unaffordability is simple economics—demand far exceeds supply—and a big 
reason for our low supply is our current zoning ordinance: On 75% of land zoned residential, only detached single-family 
houses are allowed by right. Relatively large minimum lot sizes exacerbate the problem.

Zoning reform is how we increase the city’s capacity for more housing. Increasing capacity is just one piece of the affordability 
puzzle, but it’s a big piece. We can’t make much of a dent in our affordable housing supply—whether “affordable” in the sense 
of less expensive, or “affordable” in the sense of permanently deed-restricted to households earning (e.g.) 30–80% of AMI—
without making it possible to build more housing, period.

Allowing smaller 1-family homes on smaller lots, for example, and 2- and 3-family homes where now only 1-families are 
allowed, and slightly denser forms of “missing middle” housing where contextually appropriate, e.g., within walking distance 
of transit and commercial centers—these zoning changes wouldn’t automatically lead to more-affordable housing, but we 
can’t get there without them.

I’ve heard the claim that allowing 2-families where now only 1-families are allowed would simply generate twice as many 
expensive homes. Relatively speaking, this is partly true. As long as demand far outstrips supply, those 2-families will be 
pricey—and yet still cheaper than new 1-families would have been on the same lots. This recent tweet thread clarified the 
issue for me.

With zoning reform, we increase supply. We generate housing opportunities and options that currently don’t exist. But in a 
city like ours, with land prices and construction costs as high as they are, increasing supply is not enough. It’s necessary, but 
not sufficient. To create housing that’s affordable to people with low-to-moderate incomes, we also need other tools. For 
example:

“Inclusionary zoning” rules: requiring a percentage of units in private development projects to be rented or sold at 
below-market prices. As you know, Newton recently updated its inclusionary ordinance, and it’s being put to good 
use (e.g., Northland).

Public subsidy. State and federal funds for building and preserving low-income housing exist but are relatively scarce 
and can be hard to access. Newton has the 1% CPA surtax (Community Preservation Program). We could decide to 
set aside the maximum possible for affordable housing (80%) and create a trust to administer the funds, as 
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Cambridge does. Another idea gaining traction these days is real estate transfer fees. See, e.g., Somerville’s Transfer 
Fee Home Rule Petition.

Incentive programs, e.g., MA’s Chapter 40B and Chapter 40R, and Cambridge’s soon-to-be-adopted 100% Affordable 
Housing Zoning Overlay (love this idea). Lincoln has an Affordable Accessory Apartment Program, with homeowner 
incentives in the form of no-interest loans and partial real estate tax exemption. Newton tried this once and it fizzled 
(zoning rules were too stringent), but we could try again. Kevin McCormick had something to do with the first 
attempt. I’m sure he’d be happy to talk to you about it.

First-time homebuyer programs. I think Newton has tried this before, not sure how successful it was. We could 
explore creating a program like ONE+Boston.

Public-private deals, e.g., MA’s proposal to sell the West Newton Armory to the City for $1, if we restrict its future use 
to 100% affordable housing.

That’s all I got, for now. You might appreciate the Massachusetts Housing Partnership’s Housing Toolbox (“Strategies and best 
practices for the creation and preservation of affordable housing”), which includes a section called Zoning and Land Use 
Strategies for Housing.

All best,

Kathleen

On Aug 25, 2020, at 10:05 PM, Emily Norton <councilornorton@gmail.com> wrote:

If we eliminate single family zoning, more housing could be built by right on lots that are currently zoned for single family 
homes. But they will be expensive. Do you support putting any sort of limitations on these new housing units to ensure 
they are actually affordable?

__
Emily Norton
Newton Ward 2 Councilor
www.emilynorton.org
Office (617) 795-0362
Cell (508) 397-6839
She/her/hers

On Mon, Aug 24, 2020 at 12:00 PM Kathleen Hobson <khobson65@gmail.com> wrote:
Hi, Emily. Could you please elaborate? I want to be sure I understand your question.

Kathleen

On Aug 23, 2020, at 8:41 PM, Emily Norton <councilornorton@gmail.com> wrote:

Thanks Kathleen. Do you think we should place on limitations on the zoning to ensure new units are affordable? 

__
Emily Norton
Newton Ward 2 Councilor
www.emilynorton.org
Office (617) 795-0362
Cell (508) 397-6839
She/her/hers

On Sun, Aug 23, 2020 at 5:00 PM Kathleen Hobson <khobson65@gmail.com> wrote:

[DO	NOT	OPEN		links/a*achments	unless	you	are	sure	the	content	is	safe.	]

Dear Members of the Zoning and Planning Committee,

We are writing to thank you and the Planning Department for the prodigious work you have done on Zoning Redesign 
since the beginning of the year. We applaud the goals you affirmed back in April—more housing serving a wider range of 
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since the beginning of the year. We applaud the goals you affirmed back in April—more housing serving a wider range of 
people and incomes, development that is environmentally and economically sustainable, development that preserves and 
adapts our historic fabric—which have since helped frame and guide your deliberations. 

We commend you for your recent discussions, teed up nicely by Planner Zack LeMel, around increasing housing 
opportunities within walking distance of transit hubs and village centers, and making more of these opportunities 
allowable “by right.” We appreciate your seriously considering the idea of enabling two-family homes throughout the city, 
with appropriate dimensional controls for preserving context and deterring tear-downs. We hope you’ll consider how to 
integrate the full range of “missing middle” housing into the overall plan. 

With this new direction, we can more easily imagine a time when Newton seniors needing to downsize, people who 
work but don’t live here, and our own grown children—not to mention the many others we’d love to call neighbors but 
who are effectively shut out, deprived of the opportunities we enjoy—will not have to look elsewhere to find a suitable 
home.

We understand that Zoning Redesign is a major undertaking. It could also be an enormous gift to ourselves and future 
generations. Now more than ever—in this Black Lives Matter, Covid-19 moment, resounding with new calls for justice and 
accountability—Newton as a community is ready to commit to real, transformational change.

At the first event in the City speaker series, “Overdue: Confronting Race and Racism in Newton,” Dr. Ibram Kendi made 
clear that progress on racial equity requires changing policies that have discriminatory impacts. Our zoning ordinance is 
the perfect place to start—and we’re already on our way, thanks to your diligence.

We will continue to support your work, help spread accurate information, correct misunderstandings, and generate 
enthusiasm in the public at large for this momentous project.

Sincerely, 

Kathleen Hobson, Nancy Zollers, Lynn Weissberg, Fran Godine, Doris Ann Sweet
Engine 6 Leadership Team 

P.S. In case you didn't see today's Boston Globe: Tear down this paper wall, Newton (editorial); Housing will test white 
support for Black lives (Ideas). Metro Boston is watching, and even cheering us on!

When responding, please be aware that the Massachusetts Secretary of State has determined that most email is 
public record and therefore cannot be kept confidential. 
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