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17 March, 2016 
 
Dear members of the Board of the Alliance of Cambridge Tenants, 
 
The Board of the Alliance of Cambridge Tenants is meeting on Saturday, March 26, 2016 at 3:00 p.m. in the 

community room at Jackson Gardens located at 135 Prospect Street.  
What’s on the agenda? 
 
What two words would best describe your landlord?  “During the Milwaukee Area Renters Study, respondents were 
asked: “What two words would best describe your landlord?” Two independent coders assigned a value to each word, 
with 1 being the lowest and 10 being the highest. Words like “slumlord” and “a*****e” were assigned 1’s and words 
like “excellent” and “loving” were assigned 10’s….The average renter in Milwaukee, according to this ranking, sees his 
or her landlord as a 6. Renters with extreme housing burdens did not rate their landlord better or worse than other 
renters. But those who experienced housing problems saw their landlord in a significantly more negative light [emphasis added].” (Matthew Desmond, Evicted: Poverty and Profit in the American City, New York: Crown Publishers, 
2016. Notes to pages 182-190, note 10, page 372) How do you see your landlord? (Or in the post-public housing 
world, How do you see your management company?) If your landlord is a 1 (1 = Tony Madan) are you more or 
less likely to believe that people can work together to improve their housing conditions and their lives? 
 
When is mobility a choice?  The City Council Housing Committee is holding a public hearing on April 12, 
2016 at 1:00 p.m. (City Hall, Sullivan Chamber) to receive updates from the CHA including a report on the 
issuance of (mobile) Housing Choice Vouchers (HCV) to applicants on the CHA public housing wait list. As 
you know, the public housing wait list was closed (effective January 1, 2015) so that the CHA could meet the 
relocation needs of hundreds of tenants that have to move out of their apartments temporarily – depending on 
where you live, for a period of months or years – while public housing developments across the city are under 
construction. (This is the quick explanation of the reason for “RAD.” HUD’s Rental Assistance Demonstration 
program allows housing authorities to convert public housing to project-based Section 8 assistance and borrow 
private money to pay for major capital improvements. Before RAD came along, CHA’s alternate financing plan 
was to use vouchers to create a Housing Preservation Fund. In the FY 2010 MTW Plan, CHA estimated that it 
would need between 400 and 782 vouchers to protect and preserve public housing.) In Phase 1 of RAD, it was 
necessary to relocate tenants from Manning Apartments, Putnam Gardens, and Newtowne Court. As of 
February 18, 2016, there was a total of 145 relocations. That number doesn’t include the 97 Jefferson Park State 
households that had to move (for two years plus the year it took CHA to relocate all of those families off-site) 
during the demolition and redevelopment of Jefferson Park State. CHA has not yet determined the scope of 
rehab for developments in RAD Phase 2. CHA has said that the basement units at Jefferson Park Federal will 
have to be reconfigured to make them habitable. It is a safe bet that some relocation will be required. Millers 
River, a non-RAD conversion of 302 public housing units, will be the CHA’s largest capital project on one site. 
Construction costs have been estimated at $76 million; total costs are projected to be closer to $85 – $95 
million. Since Millers River meets the definition of obsolete housing, HUD approved CHA’s application to 
“dispose of” Millers, and awarded CHA 297 Tenant Protection Vouchers. Tenants who are living at Millers 
River on June 1, 2016, are considered “original tenants.” They have the right to immediately access a mobile 
voucher now, a year from now, any time. No one has to leave the building but all Millers tenants will have to 
relocate during construction, which won’t start until 2018 at the earliest. The construction at Putnam Gardens 
won’t be completed until 2019. The “RAD renovations” should be over sometime around 2024. Public housing 
in Cambridge (2,500 or so units) will be preserved as deeply affordable housing, and will be operated by CHA 
as if it is public housing (with the same tenant protections). CHA tenants are not being evicted or permanently 
displaced because of the conversion of public housing; under RAD, tenants cannot be re-screened. Tenants are 
being forcibly relocated for a while.  
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During the period of 2012 – 2014, CHA placed 190 households in public housing annually. The CHA’s “lease 
up goal” for applicants on the public housing wait list was 250 households (100 from the elderly/disabled wait 
list and 150 from the family wait list). Out of the 1,067 public housing applicants that were interested in taking 
a voucher, only 29 households were housed with a voucher as of February 10, 2016. It’s clear that creating a 
universal voucher program (where every income eligible individual or family would receive a voucher) 
wouldn’t go very far in solving Cambridge’s affordable housing emergency. Not while median asking rents in 
Cambridge are $2,583 for a one-bedroom apartment, $2,950 for a two-bedroom, and $3,400 for a three-
bedroom. (Median asking rent by bedroom count from a 2014 City rental survey.) The cost of rental housing 
affects how long applicants for housing assistance wait to be served. According to the Public and Affordable 
Housing Research Corporation, “For every $100 increase in the area gross median rent, the number of families 
waiting for each HCV or public housing unit increases by one additional family.” (page 12, “Housing Agency 
Waiting Lists and the Demand for Housing Assistance,” PAHRC Research Spotlight, February 2016) CHA’s 
HCV (Section 8) wait list has been closed since April 30, 2003. Nationally, 48% of HCV wait lists and 6% of 
public housing wait lists were closed in 2012 (the last time that wait list data was collected) due to 
overwhelming demand. Interestingly, HUD recommends that the wait time for housing assistance not exceed 
two years! “HUD advises housing agencies to close their waiting list when they have insufficient resources to 
assist all families over a reasonable period of time, as defined by the housing agency.” (page 6, PAHRC 
Research Spotlight) What’s reasonable in a housing market like Cambridge? CHA has recognized that they 
have to do more to help voucher holders use their vouchers. The housing committee will hear from the CHA’s 
new relocation/housing search coordinator who will be doing outreach to voucher holders, both the lucky ones 
who leased up and the ones whose vouchers expired, and to participating landlords and landlords who choose 
not to participate in the CHA’s leased housing program.  
  
Last term, the city council approved a new rule which gives the housing committee responsibility for reviewing 
the city manager’s appointments to the CHA Board of Commissioners. “The Housing Committee will hold a 
public hearing to review the City Manager’s appointments to the Cambridge Housing Authority prior to the 
City Council confirmation of the appointments.” (Rule 32C, City Council Rules) It is anticipated that the city 
manager’s candidate to fill the vacancy on the CHA board will have been selected in time to be discussed at the 
April 12 hearing. Housing committee members “reviewed” Gerry Clark’s re-appointment last year (on April 14, 
2015). Commissioner Clark has served on the CHA board since 1974. This will be the first time that the 
housing committee will be voting on whether to recommend to the full council the appointment of a new 
commissioner. It is too bad that Councillor Craig Kelley, who was the chief backer of Rule 32C, is no longer on 
the committee. The membership of the housing committee for the Council Term 2016 – 2017 is as follows: 
Chair Mayor Denise Simmons, Chair Vice-Mayor Marc McGovern, Councillor Dennis Carlone, Councillor Jan 
Devereux, and Councillor David Maher. It wouldn’t hurt to remind the councillors that the CHA board will be 
choosing the new executive director of the housing authority. “Executive Director – The Local Housing 
Authority board is responsible for all aspects of employment of the ED.” (page 46, Mass. Department of 
Housing and Community Development’s Training Manual for Local Housing Authority Board Members, 2014)  
 
Confusing and alarming.  Back in October 2014, the housing committee (chaired by Simmons) sponsored a 
tenant town hall meeting. A recurrent theme was that housing agencies and tenant advocates use housing terms 
and acronyms but don’t explain what they mean in clear language. “We never get definitions of the various 
terms, of which buildings may be sold, of what RAD and 40T mean. For many elderly people, these terms can 
be confusing and it is alarming to hear them all tossed into conversation.” For many city councillors, it is 
confusing to hear Rental Assistance Demonstration, Moving to Work, etc. tossed into conversation by the CHA. 
Tenant leaders have a responsibility to explain what these terms, which represent big policy ideas, mean for 
tenants.  
 
CHA will be RAD and MTW in the future.  The FY 2016 federal budget bill extended the contracts of the 39 
current MTW housing agencies, including CHA, under existing terms until 2028. (More about the future of the 
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CHA’s “MTW authority” later.) CHA’s FY 2016 Annual Moving to Work (MTW) Plan, which was initially 
submitted to HUD on February 15, 2015, and resubmitted on January 12, 2016, was (finally) approved by HUD 
on February 25, 2016, a month before the end of the CHA’s fiscal year (and after CHA’s FY 2017 Plan had 
been submitted). Does HUD’s approval matter? “Please note that while HUD is supportive of CHA’s efforts, 
this approval does not necessarily constitute an endorsement of any particular policies in the Plan.” (Letter to 
Gregory R. Russ re: Approval of Cambridge Housing Authority (CHA) FY 2016 Annual Moving to Work 
(MTW) Plan, 25 February, 2016) The public process for the CHA’s FY 2016 Annual MTW Report will begin 
in late April. In the annual report, CHA is required by HUD to provide information about the outcomes (defined 
as the actual measured results) of CHA’s implemented MTW activities. For example, how many households 
that have been in the CHA’s Family Stability and Savings Plus (FSS+) Program for at least one year 
experienced an End of Subsidy (meaning they no longer receive housing assistance, the metric that HUD uses to 
measure how effective FSS+ is in assisting families transition to self-sufficiency) or a Reduction in Subsidy 
(CHA’s local metric)? HUD also wants to know, What were the obstacles to achieving the benchmarks (or 
projected outcomes) for FSS+? The problem, according to CHA, is that HUD can’t be convinced that the 
obstacle to becoming a housing assistance leaver is the cost of housing in Cambridge. “HUD has an incredibly 
fixed view,” said a CHA staff member, when it comes to the meaning of self-sufficiency. CHA’s FSS+ and 
Rent-to-Save programs don’t require participating households to graduate into the private housing market. If 
these households leave the voucher or public housing programs for positive reasons we don’t know what 
happens to them because CHA does not do exit or follow-up interviews. (CHA’s MTW Annual Plans and 
Reports are available online at www.cambridge-housing.org/about/mtw/plansreport.asp.)  
 
Rent-to-Save (regardless of RAD).  The FSS+ Pilot has been rebranded the Rent-to-Save Program. CHA is 
projecting that on average individual households will save $444 a year, that is, if all 324 households at Jefferson 
Park and Corcoran Park stay “opted in,” and each household savings account holder completes all of the 
program requirements (for Jefferson Park tenants that means attending financial education workshops and 
individual coaching sessions) and remains a tenant in good standing, as defined by CHA’s Admissions and 
Continuing Occupancy Policy and Part Two of the Administrative Plan. (“Like it or not, low-income tenants 
saving with test program by Housing Authority,” Cambridge Day, Sue Reinert, 9 March, 2016) Is CHA being 
overly optimistic about the projected outcomes of a three-year pilot program? Don’t forget that 2016 is a rent 
increase amnesty year for the majority of CHA public housing/RAD tenants, and 2018 (because it’s an even 
year) is a Low Income Housing Tax Credit-only recert year (no rent increases for non-interim/minimum rent 
households). The savings formula for Rent-to-Save is as follows: Every household at Jefferson Park and 
Corcoran Park will benefit from having 1% of the monthly rent they are charged by CHA deposited in their 
escrow account. For households that experience a bump to a higher rent band due to increased earnings, they 
will accumulate additional savings in the amount of 50% of the difference between the new rent and the rent 
they were charged at the start of the savings program. As reported by Sue Reinert in Cambridge Day, focus 
groups were conducted at Jefferson Park and Corcoran Park to introduce the pilot program and get feedback 
from tenants. (A total of 40 tenants participated in focus group discussions (there were 20 participants at each 
site). At Jefferson Park, 13 tenants answered the survey question, “How likely are you to participate in the 
pilot’s financial education workshops and personalized financial coaching?” Eight tenants said they were 
likely to participate, four were maybes, and one said definitely no. The survey sought input from tenants 
regarding naming the accrual (savings) accounts. The choices were: Rental Savings Account; Automatic 
Savings Account; Financial Goal Account; Rent-to-Save Account. There was an open-ended question about 
changing the name of the program. The decision to “launch” Rent-to-Save at the same time as the RAD 
conversion was the topic of a lot of internal discussions at CHA. In a Policy and Technology Lab staff memo to 
the CHA Board of Commissioners, the reasons for implementing the pilot during the transition to RAD (both 
Jefferson Park and Corcoran Park are RAD Phase 2 developments) had to do with private foundation money, 
momentum, and uncertainty about CHA’s future as a MTW agency. “The Design Team agreed that with 
foundation funds already invested, momentum of the design process, and uncertainty in CHA’s MTW authority 
after 2018, the Pilot would need to occur regardless of RAD.” (FSS+ Pilot Update, 17 February, 2016.) The 
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Design Team has a point. Even without RAD being part of the equation, under CHA’s rent simplification 
policy, rent recerts for family households are conducted on a biennial basis. The question is, Why set up an 
automatic savings program that is tied to rent (and rent increases) when rent is redetermined every two years? It 
is worth pointing out that the way that CHA is doing RAD is more complicated than the way that other housing 
agencies are doing RAD because of rent simplification. (The Rent Simplification Program/Public Housing is 
one of CHA’s implemented MTW activities to achieve greater cost effectiveness.) CHA is committed to 
keeping in place rent simplification policies such as biennial recerts. It’s also true that CHA has been toying 
with the idea of moving to triennial recerts.    
 
A ladder of tenant participation.  Back in 2013, and again in 2015, ACT recommended to CHA that they 
involve tenant leaders in working on developing a tenant council guidebook that would cover the how-tos of 
running a tenant council. In February, CHA’s tenant liaison Sothea Chiemruom sent current tenant council 
officers and the ACT co-chairs a draft Tenant Council Guidebook with an explanatory letter stating that CHA 
was seeking comments. Mr. Chiemruom also proposed possible dates for a working group meeting to discuss 
the guidebook. CHA is in the process of putting together a Tenant Council Resources binder which will include 
the new Tenant Council Guidebook; an updated version of the Process for Requesting and Receiving – Per Unit, 
Per Year Funding (PUPY) and Other Financial Assistance; the template for the Letter of Agreement with 
Recognized Resident Councils, updated in February 2016; and the CHA’s Criteria and Procedures for 
Distribution of Fund [sic] for Tenant Empowerment Events – Resident Travel Policy, updated in February 
2016. The CHA’s Policy for Recognizing Local Resident Councils, which was last revised in August 2012, 
seems to be missing from the list. It is worth pointing out that CHA uses its MTW flexibility to “vary some 
regulatory requirements” regarding tenant participation (in other words, CHA has flexibility/freedom from 24 
CFR 964 Subpart B Tenant Participation regs). (page 1, A. Preamble, Recognition Policy) The draft guidebook 
says that the official recognition letter, signed by the Executive Director of the CHA, formalizes the “council’s 
eligibility to apply for and receive PUPY funding and other forms of assistance.” (5. Getting Started as Newly 
Elected Officers) You have to refer to the guidebook, the process for requesting PUPY funding, and the 
recognition policy to understand all of the conditions that a newly elected council has to meet to be recognized 
by CHA, which include completing a series of orientation sessions and developing a work plan. These are 
requirements set by CHA not HUD; the rules are not carved in stone. We don’t want to get lost in “procedures 
and expectations.” (Letter to Tenant Leaders, 26 February, 2016) What does tenant participation mean to you?  
 
Newsiness.  At the February 13, 2016 ACT board meeting, board members who were present unanimously 
approved the “no-frills” FY 2016 ACT Annual Budget totaling $5,618., which does not include funding for 
such items as organizational memberships, conferences/workshops, the maintenance and replacement of office 
equipment, translation and interpretation services, and the 2016 board election. There was unanimous approval 
for extending the term of the current ACT board for six months until October 21, 2016. The reason for 
extending the term was to allow the ACT Bylaws Committee time to come up with an alternate election process 
that is inclusive, easy to explain to ACT members, and will not break the ACT piggy bank. Non-board ACT 
members are welcome to participate in the discussions of the Bylaws Committee, however, only current 
members of the board are eligible to vote on proposed changes to the bylaws. (Meetings of the ACT Bylaws 
Committee will be posted on the calendar on the ACT website.) If you would like to request a copy of the ACT 
Bylaws, please contact the ACT office at 617.499.7031. 
 
Thanks to the members and friends of ACT who generously give their time as volunteers and donate money and 
supplies in support of ACT’s work on behalf of low-income tenants. We look forward to seeing all of you on 
March 26. Your involvement is important and appreciated. 
 
Solidarité! 
 
ACT Co-Chairs Jean Hannon and Cheryl-Ann Pizza-Zeoli 
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What’s Going On  
March 22 Cambridge City Council Human Services and Veterans Committee public hearing to screen the 
documentary “Under the Bridge: the Criminalization of Homelessness,” and conduct a discussion of topics 
raised by the documentary directly following. 1:00 p.m., City Hall, Sullivan Chamber. 
 
March 23 Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central Office, 362 Green Street, 
fourth floor board room. The agenda is posted on the Friday before the meeting at www.cambridge-
housing.org/about/commissioners/meetingsagenda.asp.  
 
March 24 Meeting of the Affordable Housing Trust, 4:00 p.m., City Hall, Ackermann Room. 
 
March 24 Envision Cambridge Public Workshop, 6:00 – 8:00 p.m., Kennedy Longfellow School Cafeteria, 
158 Spring Street. “Tell us what matters most to you, and what you want Envision Cambridge to address.” 
Email your suggested topics to envision@cambridgema.gov. Tweet topics to 
@CDDat344#EnvisionCambridge. Learn more about the citywide planning process and RSVP to attend the 
workshop at www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/Projects/Planning/citywideplanning.  
 
March 24 Meeting of the Cambridge GLBT Commission, 6:00 – 7:30 p.m., Windsor Street Community 
Health Center, 119 Windsor Street, second floor conference room.  
 
March 25 Joint Center for Housing Studies (JCHS) of Harvard University, Housing Studies Seminar 
Series, “The political behavior of homeowners and renters in an affordability crisis,” 12:00 noon – 1:00 p.m., 
JCHS Office, One Bow Street, Suite 400. Lunch provided: please RSVP to james_chaknis@harvard.edu. For 
more information on the seminar series, visit www.jchs.harvard.edu/events/calendar.  
 
March 26 Meeting of the ACT Board, 3:00 p.m., ACT Office, 135 Prospect Street, Jackson Gardens, 
community room.  
 
March 29 Cambridge City Council Human Services and Veterans Committee public hearing, 4:00 p.m., 
City Hall, Sullivan Chamber. 
 
March 31 Envision Cambridge Public Workshop, 6:00 – 8:00 p.m., Tobin School Cafeteria, 197 Vassal 
Lane. (For more information see March 24.) 
 
April 2  Envision Cambridge Public Workshop, 1:30 – 3:30 p.m., Senior Center, 806 Massachusetts 
Avenue. (For more information see March 24.) 
 
April 4  Affordable Housing Opportunities in Cambridge; Information sessions to learn about the city’s 
affordable rental and homeownership programs, presented by the Housing Division of the Community 
Development Department. First session: 6:00 p.m. Second session: 7:00 p.m. 808 Memorial Drive, community 
room. If questions, contact Michelle Moran at 617.349.4622 or mmoran@cambridge.org.  
 
April 4  Credit Boot Camp, the first in a three-part series of workshops to help tenants review their credit 
and create a plan for increasing their credit score and/or resolving credit problems, presented by the Boston 
Home Center, 6:00 – 8:00 p.m., Metropolitan Boston Housing Partnership (MBHP), 125 Lincoln Street, Boston. 
Classes are free but pre-registration is required. Register at www.bostonhomecenter.com or 617.635.4663.  
 
April 5  Start Right Workshop for Tenants, 10:30 – 11:30 a.m., MBHP, 125 Lincoln Street, Boston. 
Learn techniques and strategies to establish a good working relationship with your landlord and increase your 
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chances of staying in your home long-term. The workshop will include information on the eviction process and 
tenants’ rights. To register, call 617.425.6605 or email workshops@mbhp.org. To request a reasonable 
accommodation, contact MBHP two weeks in advance of the workshop. 
 
April 7   Meeting of the Cambridge Human Rights Commission, 6:00 p.m., 51 Inman Street, second floor 
conference room. 
 
April 8  Citywide meeting of CHA public housing, RAD, and formerly public housing tenant leaders, 
6:30 – 8:30 p.m., ACT Office.  
 
April 9  FSS+ (Family Stability and Savings Plus Program) CHA Orientation and Workshops, 10:00 a.m. 
– 2:30 p.m., LBJ Apartments, 150 Erie Street. To RSVP, contact Kathrina St. Flavin at 617.790.0810 ext. 215 
or kstflavin@compassworkingcapital.org. To enroll in the FSS+ program for CHA voucher tenants, you must 
attend the orientation and all three workshop sessions before you meet with your Compass financial coach.  
 
April 12 Affordable Housing Basics Workshop, 10:00 – 11:30 a.m., MBHP, 125 Lincoln Street, Boston. 
This session is open to tenants seeking information about affordable housing options. Learn about criteria, wait 
lists, and how to apply. Pre-registration is required. (See April 5 for details.) 
 
April 12 Cambridge City Council Housing Committee public hearing to receive updates from the CHA, 
1:00 p.m., City Hall, Sullivan Chamber. 
 
April 13 Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central Office, 362 Green Street, 
fourth floor board room.  
 
April 14 Meeting of the Cambridge Commission for Persons with Disabilities, 5:30 p.m., 51 Inman Street, 
second floor conference room. This is a scent-free meeting.  
 
April 15 Citywide meeting of CHA voucher tenant leaders, 6:30 – 8:30 p.m., ACT Office. 
 
April 19 Housing Information Sessions on the city’s affordable rental and homeownership programs. First 
session: 12:00 noon. Second session: 1:00 p.m. City Hall Annex, 344 Broadway, second floor conference room. 
(See April 4 for details.) 
 
April 21 CHA’s monthly information meeting about Rental Assistance Demonstration (RAD) and the 
conversion of public housing to project-based assistance, 6:00 p.m., CHA Central Office. 
 
April 27 Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central Office.  
 
April 28 Meeting of the Cambridge Affordable Housing Trust, 4:00 p.m., City Hall, Ackermann Room. 
 
April 28 Meeting of the Cambridge GLBT Commission, 6:00 – 7:30 p.m., Windsor Street Community 
Health Center. 
 
April 30 Meeting of the ACT Board, 3:00 p.m., ACT Office, Jackson Gardens, community room.  
 
May 20 – 22 4th International Conference on Participatory Budgeting, Boston, MA. For information about the 
conference visit www.pbconference.org. A limited number of scholarships are available. 


