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Executive Summar y 
The Green Line Extension through the City of Somerville will dramatically improve transit mobility for 

both residents and businesses. A trip to Boston that currently requires multiple transfers and modes will 

soon be possible with a òone-seat rideó on the Green Line, saving time, increasing the convenience of 

transit, and reducing auto reliance. New growth attracted to the Green Line corridor by this improved 

accessibility may expand housing opportunities, increase ridership and fare revenue, and bolster 

municipal finances with new tax revenue. However, previous experience in Somerville and across the 

country suggests that the creation of new transit service may result in unintended negative 

consequences if rising rents and land values cause the displacement of low-and moderate-income 

residents. Specifically, affected households may relocate to less-accessible areas where housing prices 

are lower but transportation costs are higher, and this movement of transit-dependent populations 

away from areas near stations may result in lower-than-anticipated ridership levels. Furthermore, 

widespread displacement would profoundly damage the cityõs social and cultural fabric.   

It is also clear that the development and housing 

trends that contribute to these outcomes begin before 

construction even commences.  In a city like Somerville, 

these trends may be influenced by many forces in 

addition to the new transit line. As a result, policies 

designed to counter the potential displacement effects 

of new transit must also be put in place well before 

the transit service begins, and should anticipate that 

the pace of real estate activity will only accelerate as 

the initiation of service approaches.     

The Metropolitan Area Planning Council (MAPC) prepared this analysis in partnership with the City of 

Somerville, Somerville Community Corporation, Somerville Transportation Equity Partnership, Friends of 

the Community Path, and Massachusetts Smart Growth Alliance to illuminate the magnitude of 

displacement risk associated with the Green Line extension (GLX) in order to help focus action on the 

strategies with the best potential to mitigate that risk. The report first provides a baseline analysis 

establishing the current demographic and residential context into which the GLX is being introduced.  

The report then focuses on four mechanisms by which displacement can occur, and estimates the 

magnitude of displacement potential from each based on development patterns in comparable 

neighborhoods. An appendix supplements this analysis with details on modeling assumptions and 

calculations.  

Our analysis suggests that higher rental costs and a shift from rental properties to condominiums will 

occur in the GLX corridor over the next ten to fifteen years. Interventions to mitigate the impacts of 

those changes on vulnerable populations are likely to have the greatest impact before the GLX is 

completed, and therefore must remain a primary focus for the next five years or more.        
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Key Findings  

¶ Increased overall housing production is critical to maintaining Somervilleõs affordability.  

MAPCõs population and housing demand projections anticipate demand for at least 6,300 housing 

units in the City of Somerville from 2010 to 2030, and as many as 9,000 units over the same 

period. Of this demand, about 35% of new units will be needed for low-income households, and 

the balance will be market-rate. If production lags substantially behind demand, prices may rise 

even more dramatically than they have over the past ten years, with the greatest pressure felt by 

low- and moderate-income households.  

¶ Increases in residential rents near new transit stations pose the greatest risk of displacement. 

Transit-induced rent increases are projected to be highest around Ball Square, College Avenue, 

Route 16, Union Square, and Washington Street, where monthly rents could increase more than 

25% and as much as 67%. Overall, we expect that 700 to 800 lower-income renter households 

will be forced to dedicate over 30% of their income to housing costs, and conditions will worsen 

for the 3,600 lower-income renters in the GLX corridor who are already housing cost-burdened. 

¶ Condominium conversion presents substantial risk of displacement in some station areas, but 

less so in others. Conversion of single-owner two- and three-family homes to condominiums may 

impact as many as 475 renter households currently occupying those structures, with the greatest 

number of at-risk units in the Gilman Square, Washington Street, and Union Square station areas. 

¶ Nearly one twelfth of the cityõs designated affordable housing units are at risk of losing their 

affordability restrictions by 2020. In the City of Somerville, there are 272 subsidized rental 

apartments that could be converted to market-rate housing before 2020, 8.4% of the cityõs total 

stock of designated affordable units.  Unfortunately, nearly all of these units with expiring 

affordability restrictions are in GLX station areas where they will face great pressure for 

conversion to market rents. If real estate conditions heat up significantly with GLX construction, the 

prospect of converting expiring units to market rate will be even more enticing to owners. 

¶ Windfall increases in residential property values are likely to have a limited impact on tax 

bills or municipal tax receipts. Average property values within walking distance of new T 

stations may increase 16% to 25% following the introduction of transit. It is possible that affected 

owners could see increases in their annual property tax bill in the range of $540 to $870, 

equivalent to less than 2% of the annual income for most of the 2,000 lower-income homeowners 

in Somerville.  However, state law limits the annual increase in the cityõs total tax levy, and new 

commercial development following the introduction of transit may help to stabilize the tax base. 

Both factors will help determine the ultimate change in tax rates and revenue.   

¶ Somervilleõs highly mobile and increasingly diverse population could change rapidly even 

without displacement. One in six Somerville residents moved to the city within the past year, and 

through this turnover the city continues to become more racially and ethnically diverse. If the 

characteristics of those newcomers change substantially, they could swiftly change the face of the 

city even if outmigration remains unchanged. Increased housing displacement would make that 

demographic transformation even more rapid.   
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In addition to the analysis summarized above, this report also presents a set of indicators that can be 

used to track how the City of Somerville and the GLX station areas change over the next decades as 

the new transit service becomes a reality. The indicators measure the cityõs demographic diversity, 

housing cost burden, auto ownership and usage, and livability. Most significantly, we present for the 

first time a set of indicators that seeks to distinguish between natural housing turnover and the 

displacement of households that wish to remain in Somerville, but can no longer afford to do so. These 

indicators can be tracked over time, in some cases on an annual basis, to help adjust public policies or 

identify where additional interventions are necessary.   

 

MAPC will continue to work with community partners to help implement strategies to prevent and 

mitigate displacement.  The agency has catalogued these strategies in a series of reports on 

Managing Neighborhood Change, available at http://www.mapc.org/neighborhood-change.  

 

http://www.mapc.org/neighborhood-change
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Introduction  
The benefits of convenient and reliable public transportation are well documented. Access to high 

quality public transportationñservices that are connected, frequent, and reliableñencourages 

walkable, mixed-use development, generates investment in neighborhoods, and connects residents to 

employment opportunities throughout a region. Employment access is particularly important in the 

Boston region, where 37% of jobs are located adjacent to T stationsñan area that comprises only 5% 

of the regionõs land area.1 The Green Line Extension (GLX) into Somerville and Medford, expected to 

open in 2017, will likely extend these benefits to neighborhoods and residents currently served only 

by conventional MBTA bus service.  

Profound changes will almost certainly follow the introduction of new rail service in the GLX corridor. 

Improved access, upgraded streetscapes, and new development will make Somerville more attractive 

to a greater number of people, thereby increasing demand on the cityõs existing housing supply. 

Housing prices will rise on average as a consequence of this additional demand on the housing supply 

alone. Since housing turnover in Somerville is high (16% of residents lived in a different city or town a 

year ago),2 the demographic makeup of the corridor may change rapidly if people moving out are 

increasingly replaced by higher income households. This effect will be accelerated if rising rents and 

property taxes in the corridor put pressure on lower-income residents who would otherwise prefer to 

remain in their homesñpressure that could result in a move to elsewhere in Somerville, or out of the 

city altogether.  With its many new stations in a relatively small community, the GLX corridor project 

can be expected to affect land use and demographics in the city overall.   

Real estate trends that make it harder for low-income households to move to or stay in Somerville can 

be cause for concern for several reasons. First, community engagement to date has demonstrated that 

the Somerville community values, and wishes to preserve, its demographic and socioeconomic diversity. 

Second, research demonstrates that having access to a range of transportation options helps people 

manage their transportation costs,3 and displaced households may be forced to relocate to areas 

without such options. The households that tend to face the highest risk of displacement are those with 

lower incomes, that can least afford to have limited transportation options. Finally, the success of a 

transit system requires that it be used by a loyal set of òcore riders,ó but those riders who use public 

transit most often for most kinds of trips are, again, precisely those who tend to face the highest risk of 

displacement.4 Taking measures to mitigate displacement, in addition to measures to encourage 

higher-income individuals to rely on transit for more trips, therefore contributes to peak and off-peak 

ridership. This in turn helps maximize local economic and congestion-relief benefits, global 

environmental benefits, and the financial sustainability of the service itself.  

The Somerville communityõs experience with Davis Square is a cautionary tale: a spike in demand for 

housing in the surrounding neighborhood following the opening of the new T station led to rapid 

increases in housing costs. Because of the dearth of adequate measures to mitigate displacement, the 

demographic makeup of the neighborhood changed quickly and dramatically. Median household 

                                            
1 See MAPC 2012.  
2 ACS 2007-2011; statistic reflects population over one year old. 
3 See www.locationaffordability.info and www.htaindex.cnt.org  
4 See Pollack et al, 2010. 

http://www.locationaffordability.info/
http://www.htaindex.cnt.org/
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income in the neighborhood changed from $35,000 in 1990 to $56,000 in 2000, an increase of 60%. 

For comparison, the median income for the city overall only increased 43% over the same time 

period5.  Currently, the median income of the tracts around Davis Square ranges from $82,000 to 

$92,000 dollars, while the median income for the city as a whole is only $64,000. Property values 

and rents in the Davis Square area experienced outsized increases as well, and as a result, the station 

area is more exclusive than the balance of the city. The community missed the opportunity to take 

measures that would have extended the benefits of the new station to a broader mix of existing 

residents, while at the same time ensuring the new stations remain accessible to the core riders it most 

needs.   

As many cities across the country enjoy growing populations for the first time in decades, and as transit 

service in some of those cities expands to meet growing needs, communities like Somerville are 

learning how best to manage expected neighborhood change through policies that ensure a diversity 

of price points for residents of all income levels. A better understanding of the housing opportunities 

and challenges in areas targeted for a new transit investment is foundational to the development of 

appropriate policies, and the establishment of ways to track progress. This report is intended to assist 

Somerville decision makers and other stakeholders in that process. 

The analysis examines the effect that the GLX will have on current residents of Somerville, focusing on 

displacement risks for lower-income residents in the corridor. We begin by looking at demographic 

and socioeconomic trends: how income levels, educational attainment, citizenship status, and race are 

changing. These trends provide a baseline against which post-GLX conditions can be compared.  We 

analyze the most likely mechanisms through which current residents could be displaced: through rent 

increases, condominium conversions, the loss of subsidized housing units, and property tax increases. 

We forecast the increase in rents and property values around proposed GLX stations, and use data on 

current income and housing costs to estimate the number of renters and homeowners who may become 

burdened with high housing costs in comparison to their income level as a result of the GLX. We also 

estimate the number of condominium conversions that might take place, and provide data on the 

number and location of rent-restricted units that might to revert to market-rate rents due to deed 

restrictions that are set to expire in the near term. A companion report then proposes a set of 

indicators that could be used to track neighborhood change in ways that maintain focus on 

displacement mitigation.                                     

 

 

                                            
5 Reconnecting America Center for Transit-Oriented Development, 2008 
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What is a Walkshed?  

A key concept used in this analysis is the òwalkshed.ó As used here, the walkshed is the area within a 

half-mile walking distance of a T station, taking into account the network of sidewalks and other 

pedestrian through-ways. A walkshed is therefore not a simple circle with a half-mile radius, but an 

irregular shape whose precise contour depends on the location of pedestrian routes. The walkshed 

around a particular T station is referred to by the name of the T station, e.g. the Lowell Street 

walkshed, and are drawn so that they do not overlap (locations within a half-mile of two stations 

are assigned to the station that is closer.) Somervilleõs station walksheds range in size from 400 to 

4,200 households.  The òGLX walkshedó represents the walksheds for all T stations along the GLX.  

The map below shows all Somerville station walksheds. 
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Community Context  

A City of Renters  

In Somerville, fully two-thirds (67%) of households are renters, nearly half of whom (44%) experience  

housing cost-burden, meaning that they pay more than 30% of their gross household income on housing 

expenses.6  This means that almost 9,000 households, one-third of the city, is housing cost-burdened 

even before the first yard of GLX track has been laid. The current burden of high area housing costs is 

even more pressing for many: of those 9,000 cost-burdened households, half pay more than 50% of 

their income on housing expenses, which the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

(HUD) defines as a severe cost burden.  

The distribution of cost-burdened renter households is uneven, however.  As shown in the chart below, 

the station walksheds with the largest number of cost-burdened households in Somerville are those 

around the Gilman Square, Davis, and Washington Street stations, which together are home to over 

3,000 cost-burdened households. These walksheds donõt have the largest proportion of cost-burdened 

households, however. That distinction belongs to the College Avenue, Sullivan Square, and Route 16 

walksheds, relatively small areas in terms of population, which nonetheless contain more than 860 

(10%) of Somervilleõs households considered to be housing cost-burdened.  

 

                                            
6 See ACS 2007 ð 2011, table B25070.  
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Housing cost burden is particularly troubling for lower-income households, which have less flexibility in 

their budgets to cover other basic needs and absorb lifeõs contingencies. (For purposes of this analysis, 

we define òlower incomeó as a household of any size earning less than $75,000 per year).7  Looking 

at each of Somervilleõs T station walksheds individually, as well as at the spaces in between (or those 

òoutside walkshedó), we see that a) cost-burdened households are overwhelmingly lower-income; b) a 

large to very large share of lower-income households in each area is cost-burdened; and c) higher-

income households in each area are overwhelmingly not housing cost-burdened. Furthermore, census 

data show a clear disparity in household income between Somervilleõs renter- and owner-occupied 

households: median household income for owner-occupants is $89,200 while the median renter 

household earns $53,200.8 We begin to see, therefore, that the threat of GLX-related displacement is 

likely to have the greatest impact on Somervilleõs renter households. 

A closer look at renter households is provided on the map on the following page. It shows the 

distribution of cost-burdened, lower-income renter households. While 45% of renters overall are cost-

burdened, the figure is approximately 68% for these lower-income households. Indeed, the inability to 

find affordable housing is almost uniquely a challenge at the lower end of the income scale: 96% of 

cost-burdened renters are lower-income households. In all but two census tracts in Somerville, more 

than half of renter households are cost-burdened, and in two tracts the share is nearly 80%. Tracts 

with more renters in general tend to also have the greatest number of cost-burdened renters.  For 

example, see the tracts bordering I-93, the Spring Hill neighborhood between Gilman and Porter 

Squares, and West Somerville near Tufts University: together, these tracts comprise half of all the cost-

burdened lower-income renters in the city.  Clearly the strain of housing cost burdens is that much 

greater for a household earning closer to the median for renter households in Somerville ($53,231 per 

year).  

 

                                            
7 HUD defines annual Low Income Limits based on a threshold of 80% of the area median household income for various 
household sizes. For a 3-person household in Somerville, the limit was $60,650 in 2011.  The average household size in 
Somerville is 2.3 regardless of tenure, and the closest comparable income category in ACS data, on which much of this 
analysis is based, is $75,000. Our definition of òlower incomeó is therefore more expansive than strict HUD definition, and 
as a result our methods  may slightly overstate the number of cost burdened Low Income households (by including some 
cost-burdened moderate income households in the count) while slightly underestimating the rate of cost burden (since the 
rate of cost burden is slightly lower for those moderate income households.) . 
8 Source: ACS 2007 ð 2011, table B25119. 
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At this juncture, we examine whether and how the large student population in Somerville may affect 

interpretation of these data. A concentration of students in a particular neighborhood or small town 

can affect socioeconomic data because students typically have very little income to report. 

Furthermore, if the studentsõ housing costs are absorbed by their parents or paid through student loans, 

studentsõ reported housing costs could far outweigh their own reported income. Unfortunately, data 

limitations prevent us from removing students from the analysis of household income and housing cost 

burden. We attempt, then, to assess the degree to which the data may misrepresent housing cost 

burdens due to the presence of the student population. 

Tufts University straddles the Somerville-Medford line and its 5,000-strong student population is a 

significant presence in Somerville.  Third- and fourth-year undergraduates are allowed to live off 

campus, and many choose apartments in the areas around the College Avenue, Ball Square and Davis 

Square stations. There are also a number of graduate students at Tufts, some of whom choose to 

reside in Somerville, as well as students who attend other area schools while living in Somerville. The 

influence of the Tufts undergraduate population can be seen clearly on the map below, which shows 
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the student share of population in Somerville by census tract.9 The census tract where the Tufts campus 

is located, at upper left, has by far the highest concentration of students at 57%.  The student share of 

population in the city overall is 10%, while in census tracts along the GLX corridor the share varies 

from 1% to 10% of the population, i.e. at or below the city average.  

 

 

In the tract nearest Tufts University, the high proportion of students in the residential population may 

well skew income data downward and overstate the prevalence of housing cost-burdened households, 

but present less bias along the GLX as far as Lowell Street.  Depending on what efforts are pursued to 

mitigate displacement along the GLX corridor, it may become necessary to evaluate this area further 

to refine the estimates of housing cost burden and, more broadly, to ensure that resources are 

appropriately expended to benefit target households in Somerville as a whole.  

                                            
9 Reflects individuals above three years of age. 
































































































