
3 February, 2016 

Dear members of the Board of the Alliance of Cambridge Tenants, 

The Board of the Alliance of Cambridge Tenants is meeting on Saturday, February 13, 2016 at 3:00 p.m. in 
the community room at JACKSON GARDENS located at 135 Prospect Street.  

(Please note the change in location. Our usual meeting space at Manning Apartments is NOT available due to 
construction.) 

What’s on the agenda? 

ACT FY 2016 Annual Budget  At the February 13 meeting board members will be voting on whether to 
approve the ACT Annual Budget for Fiscal Year 2016. The proposed budget was drafted by the ACT officers 
“based on actual or anticipated expenses of the ACT office, Board, and committees.” (Article XIII. 
Expenditures, ACT Bylaws) You probably recall that last year’s budget, which was approved by the ACT board 
on January 24, 2015, was a so-called austerity budget. The budget covered the cost of running the ACT office. 
The “essentials” include telephone and internet service, a post office box, postage, paper, and ink. (You see the 
specifics when we review ACT’s monthly financial reports at board meetings.) Due to the lack of a predictable 
funding stream, the austerity budget did NOT include funds for organizational memberships or conferences, 
workshops/trainings, translation and interpretation services, meeting refreshments, the maintenance and/or 
replacement of office equipment, the board election, and Ad Hoc Committees (e.g. the Bylaws Committee). 
Though ACT’s MONSTER Summer Yard Sale (held last August) was very successful, the money we raised 
wasn’t enough to change our outlook on the future. The ACT officers will be presenting a no-frills FY 2016 
Annual Budget to the board for approval.  

Proposed changes to the ACT Bylaws  A little ACT history: CHA public housing and voucher tenants have 
voted three times in 2009, 2012, and 2014 to elect representatives to serve on the board of the recognized 
citywide tenant organization. In case you have forgotten, the election of the current ACT Governing Board was 
held on April 21, 2014. ACT board members serve for two-year terms which means that under the existing 
bylaws the election of the new board would take place in April 2016. The problem is that the election process, 
as outlined in Article V. Election Process for Governing Board Members and Attachment B to the ACT Bylaws 
Outreach Plan for ACT Governing Board Elections, costs a lot of money, and hasn’t produced the kind of 
turnout that would justify the expense, especially, in a time of austerity. It is a time-intensive process that 
requires that the Election Committee establish an Outreach Subcommittee at least three months in advance of 
the election. The ACT officers are proposing that the board vote to extend the term of the 2014 - 2016 board six 
months so that we can come up with a democratic election process that doesn’t cost thousands of dollars. At the 
January 24, 2016 meeting of the Executive Committee, the ACT officers voted 4-0 to recommend that the board 
approve the following changes to Article IV. Governing Board and Article VI. Officers of the ACT bylaws.  

Article IV. Governing Board 

existing language 
“”D. Term: The term for each Board member shall be two (2) years. Board members are not permitted to serve 
more than three (3) consecutive terms.” 
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proposed change 
“”The term for each board member shall be two (2) years, except for the 2014-2016 Board whose term shall 
be extended six (6) months (April 21, 2014 – October 21, 2016). Board members are not permitted to serve 
more than three (3) consecutive terms.” 
Article VI. Officers 

existing language 
“D. Term: Each officer shall serve a two (2) year term, except at the first election of officers, officers shall be 
elected for a three (3) year term. No officer may serve in the same office for more than three (3) consecutive 
terms.” 

proposed change  
“Each officer shall serve a two (2) year term, except at the first election of officers, officers shall be elected for 
a three (3) year term; and except the term of the 2014-2016 Board, the officers shall serve for an additional 
six (6) months (April 21, 2014 – October 21, 2016). No officer may serve in the same office for more than three 
(3) consecutive terms.” 

Changes to the ACT Bylaws require a “yes” vote by two-thirds of board members present and voting at a 
regular ACT board meeting. “…these bylaws may be amended, added to, or repealed by the affirmative vote of 
two-thirds of the Board members present and voting at a duly noticed regular Board meeting of ACT.” (Article 
XV. Amendments) If board members vote to extend the term of the current board to October, the next step 
would be for the Bylaws Committee to meet and come up with an election process that is easier to explain to 
tenants and won’t break the ACT bank.  

The 2016 ACT board election is going to take place in a post-public housing as we know it world. ACT 
members will be living in CHA-controlled housing which includes public housing, Rental Assistance 
Demonstration (RAD) project-based voucher (PBV) developments, and soon-to-be formerly public housing 
(FPH) PBV developments. At the October 31, 2015 ACT board meeting, we voted to grandfather in former 
CHA public housing and voucher tenants who live in buildings that were converted to a different type of rental 
subsidy as full members of ACT who are eligible to vote to elect the board and to serve as board members.  

What is tenant participation?  Here’s a question for tenant leaders: Is RAD having an effect on participation in 
tenant organizations? There are plenty of public housing and voucher tenants across the country, not just in 
Cambridge, who don’t participate in the official tenant participation system for reasons that have nothing to do 
with RAD. In the midst of a financial emergency, there is a high level of tenant disengagement amongst New 
York City Housing Authority (NYCHA) tenants. According to Community Voices Heard, an organization of 
low-income people, the vast majority of NYCHA tenants don’t participate in resident association elections, 
haven’t heard of the Citywide Council of Presidents or the Resident Advisory Board, haven’t heard of the 
Annual Plan process, and are unaware of NYCHA policies. It is worth pointing out that ACT is not part of the 
“official” tenant participation system (we do not get PUPY money), though we are recognized by CHA as the 
citywide tenant organization. As we think about the future of ACT, we should be open to hearing why tenants 
choose not to participate rather than blaming them for being passive. If ACT was in charge of the evaluation of 
RAD, we would want to know, Are the changes to public housing affecting the sense of control that tenants feel 
they have over housing conditions and decisions?  
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What does it mean, if anything, that the turnout for CHA’s monthly RAD information meetings is extremely 
low? Typically, two or three tenants show up compared to four CHA staff members from Planning & 
Development and Operations and sometimes the Executive Director. Three tenants regularly attend the bi-
monthly meetings of the CHA Board of Commissioners; only two (the ACT co-chairs) stay for the entire event 
which includes the meetings of the CHA’s non-profit affiliates Cambridge Affordable Housing Corporation 
(CAHC), Essex Street Management, Inc.(ESMI), and Kennedy Management, Inc. (KMI). (Here’s a housing fun 
fact: What do the affiliates do? In the post-public housing world, they are the ownership entities of RAD and 
formerly public housing developments. For example, ESMI acts as the manager/developer of Jackson Gardens, 
Lincoln Way, LBJ, Putnam Gardens, Woodrow Wilson Court, Washington Elms, and Newtowne Court.) Why 
did so few tenants participate in the customer service training sessions on communication and team-building? 
The room was packed for the tenant customer service focus group that was held last May. The simple 
explanation would be that tenants greatly outnumbered CHA staff (roughly 35 to 2) at the focus group, and there 
was an expectation that tenants’ concerns would be taken seriously. It’s true that tenants were outnumbered at 
the training sessions. Four tenants, two advocates, three interpreters, and eight CHA staff members attended the 
Moving to Work public hearing in December. CHA invited tenants and advocates to join them at the conference 
table. “You can’t say we never invited you to sit at the table (ha, ha, ha)!” The problem is that tenant 
participation isn’t always going to be “meaningful participation.” Should we show up anyway? 

“This past week has been hair-raising.” (Greg Russ, CHA Board of Commissioners meeting, 27 January, 
2016)  As you may already know, CHA was faced with the possibility of losing HUD approval for Manning 
Apartments to convert to project-based vouchers under Rental Assistance Demonstration (RAD) because of 
MassDevelopment’s decision to put off what was supposed to be a routine vote on the CHA’s request for $57 
million tax-exempt bond financing (a request that had received preliminary approval in February 2014). The 
official story was that MassDevelopment had been notified at the last minute – the day before the 
MassDevelopment board meeting – that Governor Baker’s Executive Office of Administration and Finance (A 
& F) had reduced the statewide bond cap allocation by half. Margaret Moran, CHA’s Director of Planning & 
Development (P & D), told the CHA Board of Commissioners “it felt like something else was going on.” 
Commissioner Susan Connelly went so far to say that the total bond allocation hadn’t changed. A & F had made 
a decision without any public process. (Was it a policy decision?) Cambridge’s state delegation worked behind 
the scenes to get through to MassDevelopment, the city council submitted a policy order, and the tenants at 
Manning collected signatures on a petition. How bad would the Governor look if his administration effectively 
killed a project that was going to preserve 204 units of deeply affordable housing for elderly and disabled 
community members? Meanwhile, Ms. Moran came up with an alternative funding approach that lowered the 
required bond amount to $42 million and spread the allocation over two years (the details are too complex to 
summarize here), and MassDevelopment signed on to the plan. The deadline for Manning’s financial closing os 
February 19. 

Millers River is going to be formerly public housing (FPH) when it is converted to project-based vouchers 
(PBVs) under the federal disposition program. Tenants at Millers River will have the option of moving with a 
voucher this spring, though construction might not begin until 2018. CHA was awarded roughly 300 (new) 
tenant protection vouchers (TPVs) for Millers which CHA wants to project-base right away. Rather than 
approaching this like a preservation deal where tenants are asked to elect to have their TPV project-based, CHA 
will guarantee in writing that original tenants will have immediate access to a mobile voucher. Millers tenants 
will also be offered tenant-based (mobile) vouchers to move off-site after a relocation agreement has been 
negotiated between the CHA and tenants, possibly at the end of this year. CHA will meet with tenants in a 
couple of weeks (ACT will be there) to brief them on what’s about to happen at Millers and explain what it all 
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means. Three hundred Section 8 inspections will need to be done. Tenants will have to sign a lease rider (with 
language about a Holding LLC). Tenants will have to be recertified – and more. The scope of the rehab at 
Millers hasn’t been determined yet but topics such as what to do about the elevators, bathtubs, and balconies 
will be part of the conversation that P & D and the architects will have with tenants. The CHA’s plan for Millers 
River will no doubt be impacted by the actions of the Baker administration regarding the awarding of tax-
exempt bonds for affordable housing projects. Margaret Moran told Cambridge Day that RAD Phase 2 and 
Millers River “could take half of MassDevelopment’s typical total bond allocation.” (“Second deadline fix 
saves $382 million plan to renovate aging public housing citywide,” Sue Reinert, Cambridge Day, 22 January, 
2016) 

Poverty, Interrupted  

“Q: I live at Jefferson Park and this is just another hoop CHA is making me jump through. I don’t want to have 
to attend coaching sessions. What happens if I don’t attend? 
A: While we understand that housing requirements can be tiresome, we hope you see the financial coaching 
services as a useful and valuable tool [emphasis added]. If you choose to not enroll in the financial coaching 
services, you will not be eligible to request disbursement of funds accrued in the savings account.” Financial 
Stability and Savings (FSS+) Pilot Program Potential Questions, CHA and Compass Working Capital (January 
7, 2016 – January 29, 2016) 

Last week, tenants at Jefferson Park and Corcoran Park were offered dinner and $25 cash to share their opinions 
about a new program. (“Seats are limited: Claim your spot.”) It was an invitation to come to a focus group 
conducted by ideas42, “a non-profit behavioral design firm” that was hired by CHA as a program design and 
communications consultant. (“Poverty Interrupted; Applying Behavioral Science to the Context of Chronic 
Scarcity,” ideas42, May 2015) Each household at Jefferson Park and Corcoran Park, the two sites selected for 
participation in the three-year FSS+ Pilot Program, will automatically have a FSS+ Savings Account (whether 
or not they are aware that CHA established and is holding a savings account for them), and as of March 1, 2016, 
they will start saving money (automatic savings of 1% of monthly rent charged by CHA and 50% of any 
increased rent due to increased earnings). At Jefferson Park, families will also have the benefit of participating 
in the FSS+ Financial Coaching Program. The Head of Household (FSS+ Savings) Account Holder is required 
to meet with their Compass FSS+ Financial Coach four times in the first year of the program, and at least two 
times per year after that. Failing to meet financial coaching requirements would put a participant at risk of being 
terminated from the program, the consequence of which is that they would not be able to use the funds that they 
had saved. A tenant must also be in “good standing” (as defined in the Admissions and Continued Occupancy 
Policy for Federal Public Housing/ACOP) to be eligible to make withdrawals from their savings account. A 
household in good standing is (among other things) a “household that within the past twenty four (24) months…
meets reasonable housekeeping standards as documented by housekeeping inspection reports.” (page 2-4, 
ACOP) Participation in the FSS+ financial coaching program is NOT a requirement of continuing to receive 
housing assistance (“housing requirements can be tiresome”). A CHA tenant who does not want to have to 
attend financial coaching sessions (“it is just another hoop that CHA is making me jump through”) may be 
indicating that they don’t have the capacity to take on yet another task when they are dealing with more pressing 
needs. Poor people’s lives are complicated by definition. At the FSS+ working group meeting, both CHA and 
Compass said that “Poverty Interrupted” (the report by ideas42) served as a guide in designing the FSS+ Pilot. 
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From a behavioral perspective, “Inaction may not accurately reflect preferences or needs. Inaction may indicate 
complexities or barriers in the context [of chronic scarcity].” (page 14) A snag in regard to the timing of the 
FSS+ Pilot is that 2016 is a rent increase amnesty year. The only savings that will be deposited into tenants’ 
FSS+ Savings Accounts during the first year of the pilot will be an amount equal to 1% of their rent. Is that 
something that would attract your attention? One of the gurus of self-sufficiency programs Jeffrey Lubell has 
theorized that that incentive on its own, if “well-marketed,” could lead to a shift in a person’s behavior and their 
outlook for the future.  

Rent Payment Alternatives Pilot  At the Moving to Work (MTW) public hearing in December, we learned that 
there were so many problems with rent payments that were mailed to the lockbox being delayed or lost that the 
CHA’s fiscal department started following the money and checking on a daily basis to see what was deposited 
and what was transmitted. How long have tenants been asking CHA to set up a system that would make it 
possible to get a contemporaneous receipt? Our understanding was that Operations was continuing to 
investigate alternatives to tenants’ current payment options of mailing a check or money order to the lock box or 
using direct draw. This year’s Annual MTW Plan states that CHA will form a working group that will identify 
rent payment alternatives (e.g. online on the CHA website; onsite at a rent payment kiosk) and choose two sites 
for a pilot program. CHA anticipates that the working group will meet twice in February (no dates have been 
set). It seems optimistic but the Plan states that implementation will be scheduled for April/May; the new 
system will be tested, staff will be trained, and there will be an “introduction period” for tenants. “CHA 
commits to have options in place and available for use by June 1.” (page B65, Public Comments and 
Responses, CHA Annual MTW Plan 2017) What do we know about how CHA public housing tenants pay their 
rent? (The data below is from May – June, 2013.) 

- 77% of households mail their rent payment to the lockbox. 38% pay with a check and 39% use a money 
order. 

- 23% of households use direct draw.  
- 33% of direct draw households are families, 66% are elderly or disabled, and 9% are both elderly and 

disabled.  

CHA should track the number of late rent payer households at the two sites where rent payment alternatives are 
tested. Back in 2014, in the lease negotiations, CHA would not change the language, “Tenant shall pay the 
monthly rent of $_ in advance, on, or before the first day of each month” even though they knew that CHA’s 
rent collection system made tenants who had paid their rent on time “delinquent.” (Cambridge Housing 
Authority Lease, Section 2: Rent  A. Amount and Payment of Rent) The working group should also take a look 
at the rent ledger and come up with ways to make it easier to read.  

Nothing to fear from poor people  One of the purposes of ACT is to “Work to develop participation and 
leadership of lower income people, especially tenants, in the social and political life of their 
communities.” (ACT Bylaws, Article II.  Purposes, B. 4.) How many low-income tenants sit on Cambridge’s 
various decision-making boards? We don’t know because the city does not collect information on the 
socioeconomic make-up of the 50 or so boards, commissions, advisory committees, councils, and (two) 
authorities. Interestingly, New York City Councilman Ritchie Torres has proposed a bill that would require the 
city to report detailed demographic information about community board members including their race, gender, 
religion, sexual orientation, age, income, employment status, marital status, level of education, disability status, 
veteran status, languages spoken at home, and whether they own or lease a car. (How about housing tenure?) 
Though we don’t have community boards like New York, Councilman Torres said something that applies to the 
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way that we think about participation in Cambridge. “My message to community boards is this: There is 
nothing to fear from diversity. The goal isn’t perfect proportionality but broad-based representation.” (Samar 
Khurshid, “Eyeing Diversity, New Push for Demographic Data on Community Board Members,” Gotham 
Gazette, 6 January, 2016) We want to strongly encourage ACT members to apply for positions on Cambridge’s 
boards and commissions. Currently, there are vacancies on the Police Review and Advisory Board (application 
deadline February 22, 2016) and the Cambridge Board of Zoning Appeals (application deadline February 12, 
2016). For more information, visit www.cambridgema.gov/boardsandcommissionersdirectory/currantvacancies 
or contact the City Manager’s office at 617. 349.4300. Though the deadline has passed for applying for the 
Envision Cambridge Advisory Committee (for the citywide plan), topic-specific working groups will be formed 
during the course of the three-year planning process dealing with climate and energy, economic development, 
housing, and mobility. If you have any questions about the citywide planning process, contact Melissa Peters at 
the Community Development Department at mpeters@cambridgema.gov.   

Thanks to the members and friends of ACT who generously give their time as volunteers and donate money and 
supplies to keep this organization running. We look forward to seeing all of you on February 13. Your 
involvement is important and appreciated. 

Solidarité! 

ACT Public Housing Co-Chair Jean Hannon  
ACT Voucher Co-Chair Cheryl-Ann Pizza-Zeoli 

What’s Going On 

February 10  Meeting of the Cambridge Housing Authority Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central 
Office, 362 Green Street, fourth floor board room. The agenda is (usually) posted on the Friday before the 
meeting at www.cambridge-housing.org/about/commissioners/meetingsagenda.asp.   

February 11  Housing information sessions on the City’s Affordable Rental and Homeownership Programs 
presented by the Housing Division of the Community Development Department. Sessions will be held at 12:00 
noon and at 1:00 p.m. at the City Hall Annex, 344 Broadway, in the second floor conference room. For 
information, contact Michelle Moran at 617.349.4622 or mmoran@cambridgema.gov.  

February 11  Meeting of the Cambridge Commission for Persons with Disabilities, 5:30 – 7:00 p.m. 51 Inman 
Street, second floor conference room. Call 617.349.4692 (voice) or 617.492.0235 (TTY) for more information 
or to request a reasonable accommodation. 

February 11  “What’s the Plan? An expert panel introduction to Envision Cambridge, the Citywide Plan,” 6:00 
– 8:00 p.m., Cambridge Main Library, 449 Broadway, Lecture Hall 

February 18  Monthly CHA RAD information meeting, 6:00 p.m., CHA Central Office 

February 18  Public Forum: Mass Incarceration and Gentrification: The Path to Dispossession, instructors from 
the Center for Church and Prison, 6:30 – 8:00 p.m., Grant A.M.E. Church, 1906 Washington Street, Boston, MA 
02118. For information, https://melkinginstitute.orgcalendar.    

February 19  Citywide meeting of CHA voucher tenant leaders, 6:30 – 8:30 p.m., ACT office. 
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February 22  Housing information sessions will be held at 6:00 p.m. and 7:00 p.m. at the St. Paul’s Christian 
Life Center, 88 Bishop Allen Drive. (See February 11 above for details.) 

February 24  Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central Office, fourth floor board 
room 

February 24  Meeting of the Cambridge Redevelopment Authority Board, 5:30 p.m. Police Station, 125 Sixth 
Street, first floor conference room.  

February 25  Meeting of the Affordable Housing Trust, 4:00 p.m., City Hall, Ackermann Room. 

February 25  Meeting of the Cambridge GLBT Commission, 6:00 – 7:30 p.m., Windsor Street Community 
Health Center, 119 Windsor, second floor conference room. 

March 26  Meeting of the ACT Board, 3:00 p.m., ACT office
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