
16 September, 2015 

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

The Board of the Alliance of Cambridge Tenants is meeting on Saturday, September 26, 2015 at 3:00 p.m. at 
the Manning Apartments in the Terrace Room. 

THANK YOU!  In case you missed it, on August 15, ACT held a trés cool MONSTER YARD SALE at the 
Manning Apartments which was a HUGE SUCCESS thanks to the terrific turnout of ACT supporters (ACT’s 

“customers”) and the hard work and cooperation of all the volunteers. There was a real feeling of esprit de 
corps, which doesn’t always happen in an organization of independent-minded tenant leaders, and beautiful live 
music. (Who were we thinking of when we sang along to “Nowhere Man”?) We want to give a special thanks to 
Teresa Cardosi who was in charge of the entire operation. Teresa, you herded all of us cats together for a very 
good cause, to keep ACT running as an all-volunteer independent tenant organization. There will be a financial 

report on the yard sale at the September 26 ACT board meeting. 

WHAT’S ON THE AGENDA? 

What’s your definition of emergency?  This past June, the Harding Street tenants became the face of the city’s 
affordable housing emergency when the apartment buildings where they have lived for years (a total of 195 
years for the ten affected households) were sold, and the new owner tried to impose crazy rents for unrenovated 
and partially renovated apartments by harassing tenants and threatening them with eviction. (One household 
received an eviction notice.) The situation of the Harding Street Neighbors, the group that was formed by the 
tenants to fight back against the rent increases, caused the CHA to rethink its emergency criteria, which had 
been narrowed only two years ago. (It is worth pointing out that two years ago CHA proposed eliminating 
emergency status except in cases of natural disaster and domestic violence. ACT saved no-fault eviction as an 
emergency category by bringing tenants who were about to become homeless due to condo conversions but 
were issued emergency vouchers and so were able to stay in Cambridge to sit at the negotiating table with CHA 
and tell their stories.) Under the broadened emergency policy, which was approved by the CHA Board of 
Commissioners on August 12, income eligible tenants who are at risk of displacement due to significant rent 
increases would be able to qualify for “in place” vouchers so they can remain in their homes. The catch is that 
the owner has to be willing to accept the voucher. The CHA voucher payment standard for a two-bedroom 
apartment in Cambridge is $1,867 while the median market asking rent is $2,950. CHA is willing to be flexible 
regarding the payment standard (to increase what a CHA voucher is worth to assist people to stay in place) but 
has the market moved too far from affordability? Can the owner back up the claim that he can get $2,200 for a 
one-bedroom apartment in need of repairs and refuse to take a voucher? At the CHA board meeting, 
Commissioner Gerry Clark said that he has been thinking about HUD’s new Affirmatively Furthering Fair 
Housing rule, and he concluded that segregation in Cambridge is income-based. “The city is losing its diversity to 
rich people.” From Clark’s perspective, what CHA is doing with its emergency policy makes sense, it is an 
“antidote.” Will it save anybody at Harding Street? 

“I just had a long talk with my neighbor. He’s the father with the two disabled sons. The stress is literally killing 
him: his diabetes is wildly out of control; he has severe high blood pressure; he can’t sleep at night. All because 
of this housing crisis which has continued unabated for three months.”  (Harding Street tenant. Email to Cheryl-
Ann Pizza-Zeoli. 5 September, 2015. Reprinted with the writer’s permission.) 
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Three households have left (as of September 1), not only because they couldn’t afford to stay. They did not feel 
they had any reason to expect that the owner’s behavior toward tenants would improve. New neighbors have 
already moved in at higher rents. Though not the stratospheric rents that the owner had been asking for, which 
he felt he had to do because of issues with his mortgage financing. According to his attorney, the owner paid an 
“obscene price” for the properties. At the August 11 Housing Committee hearing, the owner explained to city 
councillors that he had been “subsidizing” tenants by charging rents that were below market. He stated that 
CHA would be forcing him to become a slumlord if he accepted a voucher that didn’t get him any more money 
but would cost him more to improve standards. The outcome for the rest of the Harding Street tenants (the 
“stragglers” who haven’t moved or made agreements with the owner) is uncertain.  

At the September 21 city council meeting (the first regular council meeting since their summer break), 
councillors will consider several motions related to Harding Street that were approved by the Housing 
Committee, which include strongly urging the owner to “accept Section 8 vouchers obtained by qualified 
tenants to allow them to continue to reside in their homes long-term,” and to “rescind and refrain from issuing 
any eviction notices until such time as further discussion can take place to resolve these issues.” Contrary to the 
claims of the owner’s attorney, outstanding issues have not been resolved. The Harding Street Neighbors 
organized. (Tenants at 295 Harvard Street, another unregulated, unrestricted property, didn’t.) Has it done any 
good?  

The city council will also be voting on the Community Preservation Act (CPA) Committee’s recommendations 
for the CPA allocation formula and projects for FY2016. Members of the public who gave testimony at the 
August 25 CPA Committee hearing spoke unanimously in support of the city maintaining the “80-10-10” 
allocation formula which commits the maximum amount of CPA funds, 80%, for affordable housing. (For more 
information about the CPA process, visit www.cambridgema.gov/CPA/cpadocuments.) That doesn’t mean that 
it’s okay to skip the city council meeting because “everybody knows” that Cambridge is faced with an 
affordable housing emergency. Don’t we want the city council and other policy-makers to act like it’s a housing 
emergency? Guess the quote: “The people who apply for emergency status are just the squeaky wheels.”  

“Nothing will change for residents.”  In mid-August, CHA voucher tenants living in Section 8 Moderate 
Rehabilitation (Mod Rehab) Single Room Occupancy (SRO) units at Central House learned that the owner, 
Caritas Communities, was applying to HUD to convert to a different rental subsidy program, Project Based 
Rental Assistance (PBRA), when the Mod Rehab contract expires October 31, 2015. You guessed it, it’s a RAD 
conversion. (The 2015 HUD Appropriations Act included the conversion of Mod Rehab McKinney SRO 
properties to either PBRA or Project Based Vouchers (PBV) contracts under either the first or second 
component of Rental Assistance Demonstration.) The good news is that the PBRA contract would keep these 
units affordable (with the same rent formula, 30% of adjusted income) for another 20 years. Caritas stated in a 
written notice to tenants that there are “no plans to conduct renovations of apartments.” At an August 24 tenant 
meeting, the property manager said that the units will remain SROs, and that “nothing will change for 
residents.” Nothing will change except: If the conversion is approved, the new contract would be administered 
by HUD, not CHA. What would that mean for tenants/applicants? Caritas, not CHA, would recertify tenants. It 
is possible that tenants would have to sign a new lease or lease addendum. (That question was raised by a 
current tenant. Caritas has to ask HUD.) There would be a separate wait list for the 35 units. A representative 
from Caritas said in an email that they “will continue to target the homeless population.” (Could units be 
offered to non-homeless men if there were no homeless men on the wait list?) Caritas is seeking a waiver from 
the choice mobility option because “HUD does not provide any additional funding for such replacement 
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vouchers and relies upon Housing Authorities to decide if they wish to do so. As you are aware, waiting lists for 
portable vouchers throughout Massachusetts are extensive, or in many cases, closed due to the large number of 
income-qualified applicants.” (“RAD Tenant Meeting Notes – Points to Address at Tenant Meeting,” written 
information provided by Caritas, 24 August, 2015) If HUD says no, tenants in the PBRA units would be able to 
request a mobile voucher after two years of occupancy. (HUD rejected CHA’s proposal to offer RAD tenants a 
special mobility voucher that was worth less than a “regular” voucher.) Caritas’s consultant did not know when 
HUD would decide. Under RAD, Caritas could convert to a PBRA or PBV contract. The reasons for choosing 
the PBRA route were not discussed at the tenant meeting other than to say that the Mod Rehab program was 
going to end. The Caritas representative explained that they were preserving the affordability of the SRO units, 
and said (a few times), “Can you pay market rent?” (As of January 2014, the monthly rent was $865.) The city 
was notified by Caritas at the end of August of a “pending change in the vouchers” and of the meeting with 
tenants – without any details. It’s worth pointing out that ACT knew of the pending change before either the city 
or the CHA. 

“TIME’S UP!”   During the summer, the 76 households at 808-812 Memorial Drive that live in units that are 
assisted by HUD’s Rent Supplement (Rent Supp) program learned that Homeowners Rehab (HRI) was 
proposing to convert to assistance from a new Section 8 Tenant Protection Voucher (TPV) contract with CHA. 
(Both Rent Supp and Mod Rehab McKinney SRO are HUD “legacy” programs that are being phased out over 
time.) Apparently nobody, and this includes nobody at HUD, was aware that the Rent Supp contract had expired 
on December 12, 2014. HRI has worked with HUD to extend the contract through October 31, 2015. All Rent 
Supp tenants are income-eligible for either a TPV, which is a tenant-based mobile voucher, or a project-based 
voucher (PBV). If a tenant chooses a TPV and moves, the subsidy is “lost to the property” and the unit 
becomes a market rate unit. To preserve the long-term affordability of 808-812 Memorial Drive, Rent Supp 
tenants are being asked by HRI to elect to have their TPV converted to a PBV. The sweetener in the deal is 
that tenants who choose a PBV would be able to request a tenant-based voucher after one year, and if none is 
available, they would get priority for the next available tenant-based voucher; they would also be able to apply 
to any of CHA’s PBV wait lists. An original tenant (a tenant who is currently receiving assistance from Rent 
Supp) will always have a super preference to get a PBV. If the tenant chooses a TPV, or chooses NOT to accept 
a voucher or certify with CHA, and finds that their circumstances have changed in a year, they could request a 
PBV. Of course, HRI and CHA did not want to give tenants a reason not to make the decision to take a PBV 
now. The preservation agreement states “this preservation can only occur if the majority of residents consent to 
the conversion of the TPV to a PBV.” HRI held two tenant meetings in August to explain the reasons for the 
Rent Supp conversion (the current contract is expiring; HRI is “exploring options for a renovation of the 
building and garage to begin in late-2016” after HRI prepays its Section 236 mortgage) and to have CHA give 
a presentation on tenants’ “voucher options” (TPV vs. PBV). CHA’s deputy executive director Michael 
Johnston gave a little speech at one of the meetings about the importance of community. “The islands of 
affordable housing in Cambridge are disappearing. We don’t want this property to disappear.” Back in 2010, 
when tenants at Inman Square Apartments were asked to elect to have their enhanced vouchers project-based, 
CHA’s rap in favor of opting for a PBV was that mobility was a figment of voucher tenants’ imaginations. Rent 
Supp tenants at 808-812 who choose a PBV will become members of ACT! 

“The Complaint/Comment Box helps the CHA ensure the best possible customer service.”  CHA will be 
holding a diversity and cultural awareness training for all of its staff during the first and second weeks of 
October. Tenants who participated in the customer service training in July will be receiving a notice in the mail 
from CHA senior program manager Naomie Stephen with the specifics. Senior staff will be mixed in with blue 
and white collar staff. Three or four tenants will be part of each group. (For the customer service training, the 
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executive director and senior staff met separately to assess their behavioral styles. As though the rest of us 
couldn’t figure out who is a Driver, Influencer, Steady Eddy or Betty, or Conscientious Customer.) The groups 
have been re-shuffled. The idea is that CHA staff who have never met will have an opportunity to interact with 
one another. It’s a bit of a cliché to say that staff live in their own departmental silos. Naomie has commented 
that they have their own separate cultures within the organization. Cultures clash. ACT has suggested that one 
thing that CHA could do to improve its relationship with the community would be to encourage the staff to treat 
one another with respect. 

Ten years ago, Women of Action (WOA), an empowerment/organizing group of low-income women, convinced 
the housing authority to establish a formal way for tenants/applicants and members of the public to provide 
feedback regarding their “customer service” interactions with the CHA. Comment/complaint cards and a 
comment/complaint box were placed at the entrance of CHA’s central office. “Each week, WOA and the CHA 
review completed cards to make sure that customer complaints are addressed. WOA’s involvement in the process 
ensures that complaints and complainants are taken seriously and treated with respect.” (Neighborhood News 
Leased Housing Edition, Winter 2005, Volume 1, Issue 1) How long did the comment/complaint box 
collaboration last? 

Be prepared for a big personnel change that is going to take place at CHA next spring when the CHA’s Director 
of Planning and Development Terry Dumas will be retiring. What will Terry’s leaving mean for tenants? 

Happy recert anniversary  At the end of July, CHA’s application for a Commitment to Enter into a Housing 
Payment Contract (CHAP) award for RAD Phase 2 was approved by HUD. CHA has yet to formally decide 
what to call formerly public housing that is converted under RAD to Project-Based Vouchers with Low Income 
Housing Tax Credits (LIHTC). Post-RAD conversion, CHA will not be a “public housing” agency. (CHA 
executive director Greg Russ has even toyed with the idea of rebranding CHA.) CHA’s Operations department 
will be sending RAD tenants a letter explaining what is going to change for you when a CHA property switches 
to tax credits. As you may already be aware, there will be a transition to a new recertification schedule. This is 
because tenants will have to recertify yearly for tax credit purposes, and rent recerts will be continue to be every 
two years. CHA wants tenants to have one anniversary date for both tax credits and rent redetermination. This 
will mean that you will have two tax credit certifications in one year but that will only happen once. “While 
CHA transitions to the new schedule of recertification(s), all rent re-determinations for the period beginning 
January 1, 2016 will be suspended.” (Rent Recertification Schedule, CHA, September 2015) In other words, 
2016 is a rent increase amnesty year. Beginning in 2017, ODD YEARS will be rent re-determination years. 
EVEN YEARS will be LIHTC only. If this isn’t exactly clear, James Comer, the director of Operations, will be 
doing a RAD rent recert schedule dog-and-pony show (Mr. Comer’s phrase) at some, though not all, of the 
developments starting at the end of this month. (You will be able to attend any meeting of your choosing.) ACT 
will work with Operations and Planning & Development to plan a tax credit workshop for interested tenants. 
Tax credits will begin to be “placed in service” in 2016. (For a quick introduction to tax credits, see “FAQ – 
LIHTC and Public Housing” at www.cambridge-housing.org/about/rad/default.asp.) Note: Ceiling rent 
households will see an increase in their rents due solely to RAD in 2017 at their first tax credit certification or 
rent redetermination (whichever comes first). Monthly rent increases over $25 will be phased in over three 
years for these households.  

Financial self-improvement   Tenants at Jefferson Park or Corcoran Park will be part of the FSS+ Expansion 
Pilot, a three-year pilot study of an automatic savings program for families in CHA housing. Currently, only 
voucher tenants are eligible to participate in FSS+ (which stands for Financial Stability and Savings), and it’s a 

  4

http://www.cambridge-housing.org/about/rad/default.asp


voluntary program. The public housing/RAD version of the program is going to work a little differently. CHA is 
interested in finding out (one) if more people will improve their income overall (i.e. increase their credit scores, 
decrease debt, build a nest-egg, etc.) if they are automatically enrolled in a savings program, and (two) if 
financial coaching will make a difference in how people think about and plan for their future. Jefferson Park 
families will get the “benefits” of participating in both a savings program and financial coaching. Corcoran Park 
will be the savings-only pilot. (For purposes of evaluation, families at Corcoran will be the “control group” in 
the study.) The pilot program, which CHA anticipates will start in 2016, will be happening at the same time as 
Phase 2 of the RAD conversion. In 2016, CHA has a rent increase amnesty policy which means that only a few 
households will be able to accumulate savings in the first year of the pilot. We won’t know until 2017 how 
many ceiling rent households will see rent increases at the two developments. How will rent increases affect 
people’s attitudes about saving money so they can leave CHA housing? We will dig into the details of the rent 
formula at the board meeting (try not to laugh when you hear that a household that pays $177 a month for rent 
will automatically save $1.77) and other proposed policies including what will be qualifying or eligible use for 
families’ accumulated savings. (Stating a new business, YES; buying a used car to get to work, NO.) There will 
be a public comment period on the FSS+ Expansion Pilot in October.  

Un grand merci   ACT counts on the generous donations of our members and friends to keep things running. It 
is important to remember that ACT does not receive any Per Unit Per Year (PUPY) money or fundraising 
matching grants from CHA, though we are recognized by the housing authority as the citywide organization 
representing CHA public housing, RAD, and voucher tenants. Further, we do not solicit or accept contributions 
from elected or appointed city officials. ACT has no paid staff; board members do not receive stipends for their 
service. For what it’s worth, ACT is an all-volunteer, tenant led organization working for the “wider interests of 
lower income people and the rights of tenants in general.” (ACT Bylaws, Article II. Purposes B. (1))  

We are looking forward to seeing all of you at the ACT board meeting on SEPTEMBER 26. Your involvement 
is important and appreciated. 

Solidarité! 

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

What’s Going On 

September 21  First regular meeting of the Cambridge City Council since their summer break, 5:30 p.m., City 
Hall, Sullivan Chamber  

September 24  Meeting of the Affordable Housing Trust, 4:00 p.m., City Hall, Ackermann Room 

September 24 Information session on how to apply for one of the 15 affordable middle-income rental units at 
the new Alexandria development located in East Cambridge/Kendall Square, 6:00 – 8:00 p.m., Senior Center, 
806 Massachusetts Avenue. If questions, contact the Housing Division of the Community Development 
Department at 617.349.4622. For more information (i.e. eligibility, rents, selection process) and to download an 
application packet, visit www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/housing/forapplicants/middleincomerental.   
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September 24  Meeting of the Cambridge GLBT Commission, 6:00 – 7:30 p.m., Windsor Street Health Center, 
second floor conference room 

September 26 “The Buried in Treasure Workshop: Peer Support for People Who Have Too Much Stuff,” a talk 
by Lee Shuer. There will be information about a new support group for “folks with a clutter problem,” and 
about how to join. To register, contact Liz Seelman at 617.349.6048 or lseelman@cambridgema.gov.  

September 26 Meeting of the ACT Board, 3:00 p.m., Manning Apartments, Terrace Room 

September 29 Information session on how to apply for one of the 15 affordable middle-income rental units at 
the new Alexandria development in East Cambridge/Kendall Square, 10:00 a.m. – 1:00 p.m., City Hall Annex, 
344 Broadway, second floor (See September 24 information session listed above.) 

September 30 Deadline for applying for a position on the Cambridge Human Services Commission. For more 
information, contact Mike Payack at 617.349.6208 or mpayack@cambridgema.gov.  

September 30 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. 

October 1 Meeting of the Cambridge Human Rights Commission, 6:00 p.m., 51 Inman Street, second floor 
conference room 

October 7 Citizens Housing and Planning Association (CHAPA) 2015 Regional Meeting, 9:30 – 11:00 a.m., 
Mass Housing, One Beacon Street, Boston, MA 02108, fourth floor board room. Help CHAPA shape their 2016 
public policy priorities. Registration required at www.chapa.org/event/registration/17356. If questions, contact 
Eric Shupin at 617.742.0820 or eshupin@chapa.org.   

October 7 Domestic Violence Vigil to honor those lost to domestic violence, 6:00 p.m., City Hall. For more 
information about the vigil and other domestic violence awareness month events, contact 
espeakman@cambridgema.gov or nrihanporter@challiance.org. 

October 7 Meeting of ACT’s Tenant Assistance and Outreach Committee, 6:30 – 8:30 p.m., ACT office  

October 8  Meeting of the Cambridge Commission of Persons with Disabilities, 5:30 p.m., 51 Inman Street, 
second floor conference room 

October 9 Citywide meeting of CHA public housing/RAD tenant leaders, 6:30 – 8:30 p.m., Manning 
Apartments, Terrace Room 

October 14  Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA central office, fourth floor board 
room 

October 15 CHA’s monthly RAD update meeting, 6:00 p.m., CHA central office 

October 16 Citywide meeting of CHA voucher tenant leaders, 6:30 – 8:30 p.m., Manning Apartments, 
Terrace Room 
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October 19 Housing information session on the city’s affordable rental and homeownership programs, 6:00 – 
8:00 p.m., Putnam Gardens, 64 Magee Street, community room. For more information, contact Michelle Moran 
at the Housing Division of the Community Development Department at 617.349.4622. 

October 22 Meeting of the Affordable Housing Trust, 4:00 p.m., City Hall, Ackermann Room 

October 22 Meeting of the Cambridge GLBT Commission, 6:00 – 7:30 p.m., Windsor Street Health Center, 
second floor conference room 

October 28  Learn about the work of the Cambridge Domestic and Gender-Based Violence Prevention 
Initiative, 4:00 p.m. Community Appreciation Reception, 4:30 p.m. Program, City Hall, Sullivan Chamber  
For more information, visit www.cambridgema.gov/cmanager/
domesticandgenderbasedviolenecpreventioninitiative.  

October 28 Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA central office 

October 31 Meeting of the ACT Board, 3:00 p.m., Manning Apartments, Terrace Room  

Save the date: NOVEMBER 10, 2015 is Citizens Housing and Planning Association (CHAPA) Housing Day at 
the State House, 9:00 a.m. – 2:00 p.m., Great Room, 24 Beacon Street. Registration is required. If questions, 
contact Eric Shupin at 617.742.0820 or eshupin@chapa.org.
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