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19 September, 2016 
 

Dear members and friends of the Alliance of Cambridge Tenants,  
 

The Board of the Alliance of Cambridge Tenants is meeting on Tuesday, September 27, 2016 from 6:00 to 
8:00 p.m. in the community room at Jackson Gardens which is located at 135 Prospect Street.  

What’s on the agenda? 
 
This will be the last meeting of the current ACT board whose term ends on October 21, 2016. The election for 
the next ACT board will take place on October 18, 2016.  
 On July 26, 2016, board members approved a number of changes to the ACT bylaws, including reducing the 
size of the ACT Governing Board from 30 to 14, eliminating term limits, and simplifying the board election 
process. Starting with this election, ACT members will be able to cast up to three votes for candidates from the 
CHA’s public housing and/or voucher programs. (“Public housing” includes RAD and formerly public 
housing.) This means that you do not have to vote for a candidate who receives the same type of housing 
assistance that you do for your ballot to count. You are free to vote for the candidate(s) that you feel will best 
represent the interests of all CHA tenants. We hope that this approach will increase tenant participation in the 
election. It is also meant to foster a feeling of solidarity amongst CHA public housing and voucher tenants. (The 
ACT bylaws are available online at www.actcambridge.org. Contact the ACT office at 617.499.7031 to request 
a copy.)  
 
One of the purposes of ACT is to “share information amongst tenants affected by policies of CHA and other 
agencies.” (ACT Bylaws, Article II.) Tenants should not be left feeling confused and alarmed by the things that 
they hear from CHA and other housing agencies (or from ACT). “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. Why can’t the housing agencies explain 
things in clear English?” (Comment from a CHA tenant at the Tenant Town Meeting held on October 21, 2014.) 
Why can’t ACT explain things? There are plenty of ACT members who won’t vote to elect anybody to the ACT 
board, haven’t heard of ACT, are unaware that CHA is a Moving to Work (MTW) agency (or that CHA wants 
to collaborate with the Boston Housing Authority to become a regional MTW agency), and don’t believe that 
tenants have the power to influence the decisions that CHA makes about their housing. The point is there are 
reasons why tenants might choose not to participate. The last time CHA conducted a public housing resident 
satisfaction survey (tenants were randomly selected to participate), the survey included several questions about 
“community government.” Have you heard of ACT? Do you know what ACT does? Do you know what a 
resident council does? Have you participated in CHA-organized public meetings or focus groups? (What is a 
“CHA-organized public meeting,” and what does it have to do with “community government”?) The survey 
offered options for explaining why a tenant didn’t participate: No time. Not aware of meeting. No interest. Other 
(please specify). “Other” could be, I don’t feel I have control over what happens to my housing. How will 
‘participating’ make a difference?  
 
Election Budget  The board will be voting on an amendment to the 2016 ACT Annual Budget to cover 
expenditures related to the board election. As you know, CHA paid the cost of one election mailing to all 6,990 
CHA households. There will be additional election expenses such as the printing of ballots and fliers, the 
translation of election materials, postage for absentee ballots, and supplies for Election Day. The amount will be 
modest, but it does constitute a significant amendment to the so-called austerity budget that the board approved 
in February 2016.  
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Note: ACT board election packets were mailed to all CHA households on September 9. If you did not receive 
one, we would appreciate your letting us know. Please contact the ACT office at 617.499.7031. 
 
CHA VOUCHER WAIT LIST OPENS OCTOBER 3!  At the August 17, 2016 meeting of the CHA Board of 
Commissioners, the board authorized the opening of the wait list for the Housing Choice Voucher 
(HCV)/Section 8 program, which includes both tenant-based (mobile) and project-based vouchers. The CHA’s 
voucher list has been closed since June 27, 2008. (The list was closed April 30, 2003, re-opened December 15, 
2006, and closed again in 2008.) The 6,136 applicants that were sitting on the wait list in 2008 were all 
contacted by CHA long ago. The list was “exhausted,” which means there are no applicants currently on the 
voucher list. The public housing wait list, which was closed January 1, 2015, still has 7,385 active applicants. 
Last spring, CHA began offering vouchers to family and elderly/disabled public housing applicants because 
they were left stranded on the wait list while CHA held vacant apartments for RAD relocations. As of now, 
there is no plan to re-open the family public housing wait list. The good news is that CHA will begin placing 
elderly/disabled public housing applicants in available apartments in September. CHA staff is anticipating going 
to the CHA board in October for their approval to open the elderly/disabled public housing wait list to new 
applicants. 
 
Here’s a summary of what tenant leaders and advocates need to know about the opening of the CHA HCV wait 
list and the application process: 
 

The voucher wait list will open on October 3, 2016 at 10:00 a.m. The initial lottery period will last 
through midnight October 31, 2016. It is not a first come, first served application process. Pre-
applications received by CHA in October will be randomly assigned a position on the wait list, factoring 
in whether the applicant qualifies for a preference (e.g., is a Cambridge resident). After November 1, 
pre-applications will be ordered on the list by date and time and preference status. Applicants will have 
the option of applying to be placed on the tenant-based voucher wait list and/or one or more of the new 
project-based voucher (PBV) development wait lists.  

 
A “big and exciting change” is that CHA will be accepting pre-applications online. The electronic pre-
application will be available in non-English languages. Applicants can request a reasonable 
accommodation for assistance with completing the online pre-application. (Paper pre-applications will 
be available upon request.) Applicants will be encouraged to set up a gmail account, if they don’t 
already have an email address, for the purpose of receiving updates from CHA. After completing the 
online pre-application, applicants will be able to print a confirmation page with a confirmation number, 
the date and time the pre-application was submitted, and the list of programs and/or Site Based Wait 
Lists (SBWLs) to which they applied, or have the page emailed to them. 
 
CHA is switching to a system of SBWLs for owners with ten or more PBV units. There are 12 SBWLs 
with a total of 1,000 affordable apartments. Applicants will be able to select as many SBWLs as they 
wish by submitting one pre-application. (For owners with less than ten PBV units, CHA will use its 
tenant-based voucher wait list.) 

 
During the lottery period, the CHA’s Leased Housing staff will provide assistance to applicants at drop-
in centers located throughout the city. (See enclosed schedule.) Though CHA is not publicizing this, 
post-lottery there will be kiosks in the waiting room at the CHA Central Office, and trained staff will be 
available to assist applicants. Starting November 15, applicants will have the ability to check their wait 
list status and/or update the information in their pre-application by accessing the applicant portal via a 
link on the CHA website. 
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“Lottery sounds like there is a jackpot coming.”  To be clear, the lottery is for a position on the wait list, not for 
a voucher. Are there any vouchers to give out? “CHA does not currently have, nor do we anticipate an 
abundance of unused vouchers to give out.” (Hannah Lodi to Gregory P. Russ, 10 August, 2016) When the 
CHA board heard this news (that applicants will be applying to wait), the commissioners expressed concern that 
the use of the word “lottery” in the public announcement of the opening of the list would cause people to think 
that something is available now. (The CHA Part One Administrative Plan for the Federal HCV Program uses 
the word lottery. See Chapter 3, C. Opening the Wait Lists, page 3-1.) One of the commissioners asked if CHA 
could call it randomization instead (i.e., a randomized list). CHA Deputy Executive Director Michael Johnston 
said “people won’t understand ‘randomization’.” And more to the point, “we don’t want to persuade people not 
to apply.” 
 
 In July, the Columbia Housing Authority of South Carolina received 15,412 applications in 27 hours for a place 
on the voucher wait list, which had been closed since 2014. “The housing authority will randomly select 3,000 
of the 15,000 applicants to be added to the waiting list.” (“More than 15,000 Apply in 2 Days for Housing 
Assistance,” Sarah Ellis, The State, 22 July, 2016)  The executive director of the Columbia Housing Authority 
said the record number of applications demonstrated that the need for affordable housing has never been 
greater. “Here’s the proof of what we have been telling local government officials.” Do local government 
officials in Cambridge need to see the proof? “Opening the wait lists provide a measure of demand for the 
voucher program which informs both the Cambridge Housing Authority as well as the City when discussing the 
need for affordable housing.” (Hannah Lodi to Gregory P. Russ, 10 August, 2016) What will it say about 
Cambridge’s affordable housing emergency if CHA receives fewer than 15,000 pre-applications? At the August 
CHA board meeting, Commissioner Susan Connelly was more focused on the “political management of 
perceptions” (i.e., to manage the perception that CHA has a pool of vouchers to give out, and that a voucher is a 
golden ticket). To put an end to the discussion, CHA Executive Director Greg Russ said that staff would “look 
at the language.” CHA is keeping an eye on wait list openings across the country. For example, Home Forward 
(formerly known as the Housing Authority of Portland, Oregon) is currently advertising the opening of its HCV 
(Section 8) wait list. Home Forward will be accepting on-line applications for a period of FIVE DAYS in the 
month of September. The lottery system: 3,000 applications will be randomly selected to be added to the 
voucher list. The Home Forward Wait List Announcement Flier is persuading people to apply. “Do you need 
help paying your rent? Join our Housing Choice (Section 8) Waiting List.” Look at the language. Do you need 
help? Join our list! Just remember that (nationally) only one in four households win the housing assistance 
lottery.  
 
The ACT Co-Chairs would appreciate your help in getting the word out about the opening of the CHA voucher wait list. It is important to understand that CHA is not opening and closing the list. Home Forward, the 
housing authorities of Columbia, South Carolina and Charlotte, North Carolina, and others, opened their lists 
for a week. Actually, for five business days. In the case of Columbia Housing Authority, the voucher list won’t 
be re-opened for at least five years.  
 
If you know of someone who needs emergency housing, they should go to the CHA Central Office and ask for 
an intake (insist, if necessary). They do not have to wait to apply for a voucher. The front desk has mistakenly 
told people that there is no process for applying for emergency assistance. Although there is no guarantee that 
they will be approved, people that have emergencies should apply for emergency housing. (For information on 
the criteria for emergency status, www.cambridge-housing.org/about/additional_information/policydocs.asp. 
See Chapter 3 of the Administrative Plan Part One for the Federal HCV Program, pages 3-4 to 3-8. Emergency 
categories are the same for the voucher program and public housing/RAD.) 
  
The lucky ones  Are you lucky if you get a voucher but you have to move out of Cambridge and/or pay more 
than 30 % of your income for rent? Of the 471 Housing Choice Vouchers that CHA issued to households on the 
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family and elderly/disabled public housing wait list, 148 applicants were housed with a voucher, an overall 
success rate of 56 %. To date, family applicants have been more successful in finding apartments than 
elderly/disabled applicants, 60 % compared to 46 %. It’s worth pointing out that a higher percentage of family 
applicants located outside of Cambridge, 60 % compared to 35 % of elderly/disabled applicants. More than half 
of family applicants that left Cambridge, 52 %, “opted” to pay more than 30 % of their income for rent. HUD 
defines housing cost-burdened families as those who pay more than 30 % of their income for housing, and “may 
have difficulty affording necessities such as food, clothing, transportation, and medical care.” (May have 
difficulty?) At the August 17 CHA board meeting, Commissioner Susan Connelly commented that the “30 % 
[affordability] benchmark isn’t realistic anymore,” not in this housing market. You may already know that CHA 
allows voucher households to pay over 40 % of income for rent at initial lease-up. (Allowing Households to Pay 
Over 40 % of Income Towards Rent at Move-In/HCV is one of CHA’s MTW policies which is supposed to 
increase housing choice.) Six public housing applicants that moved out of Cambridge to use their voucher are 
paying over 40 %. (The highest income to rent percentage is 67.64 % to live in a two-bedroom apartment in 
Allston.) If the 30 % rule for measuring affordability “isn’t realistic anymore,” is 40 % is the new normal? In 
other words, low-income tenants shouldn’t be expected to pay more than 40 % of their income for housing (not 
30 %, or the previous cap of 25 %)? The Federal MTW Research Advisory Committee, which was established 
to provide advice to HUD on the policies that should be studied as part of the MTW expansion (100 additional 
public housing authorities will become MTW agencies like CHA), is very interested in identifying ways to 
“decouple rent from income.” To quote a tenant at the Tenant Town Meeting, “Why do we call it ‘affordable’ 
housing when it isn’t truly affordable?” 
 
The City Council Housing Committee will hold a public hearing on October 19, 2016 at 5:00 p.m. at City Hall 
in the Sullivan Chamber to receive an update on the issuance of vouchers to public housing applicants, and 
discuss the opening of the voucher wait list, preference policies, and the CHA’s proposal to collaborate with 
BHA to become a regional MTW agency.  
 
Inclusionary housing  On September 8, 2016, the Housing Committee voted 4 – 1 in support of increasing the 
inclusionary affordability set-aside to 15 % of total units or floor area at the time of the adoption of the new 
inclusionary housing provisions, and to 20 % of total units or floor area six months from the date of ordination 
or by June 30, 2017, whichever is earlier. This was the sixth hearing on inclusionary since the Cambridge 
Inclusionary Housing Study was submitted to the city council in April. The study recommended an increase to a 
(real) 20 % affordability requirement for residential projects with ten or more units or with over 10,000 square 
feet of residential space. The inclusionary ordinance was enacted in 1998. The current set-aside percentage, 
which works out to be 12.5 %, has not been increased in 18 years, while market-rate residential development in 
Cambridge has changed who gets to live here. The Cambridge Chamber of Commerce issued a memo to 
Housing Committee Co-Chairs Simmons and McGovern about 90 minutes before the hearing proposing a 
phased-in increase in the set-aside percentage to 13 % six months after ordination, with additional one % 
increases indexed to market conditions. Under this proposal, the city council would consider making 
adjustments to the affordability set-aside on an annual basis “as part of the budget process.” The development 
community has claimed that anything over 13 % (where does the 13 % come from?) would kill all residential 
development in Cambridge. There was unanimous support amongst committee members for making other 
changes to inclusionary zoning such as expanding the definition of an inclusionary project (think Vail Court) 
and requiring the creation of three-bedroom apartments (described by City Solicitor Nancy E. Glowa as “some 
waters uncharted”). The CDD has begun drafting language to reflect the recommendations of the committee, a 
process that will take several weeks. The Housing Committee report will be sent to the council which will refer 
the petition to the Ordinance Committee (a committee of the whole). All of the councillors will have to decide 
where they stand. (Visit www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/Projects/Housing/inclusionaryhousingstudy for a lot of 
information. Guess who wrote the anonymous flier, Please don’t devalue my property without compensation.) 
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Hearing panels training  Did you attend the Conference and Grievance Panel Training on August 16? We want 
to hear your reactions. CHA Assistant General Counsel Shayla Simmons led participants through a 
deconstruction of an actual case, the result of which was that the conference panel reversed the decision of the 
CHA to terminate a voucher. (Previous trainings have featured mock hearings.) The takeaway of the session: 
Did you know that the conference panel has discretion that the staff doesn’t have? There are cases where CHA 
policy requires a denial. This is something that the staff will try to communicate to the panel. Here is Ms. 
Simmons’ advice, “Advocates should always tell people to appeal.” She thinks it would be useful to discuss the 
reasons why people don’t appeal. If there is interest, CHA will offer trainings on the reasonable accommodation 
policy and the hardship policy. How many tenants know that these policies exist? CHA received no applications 
for hardship waivers in FY 2016. 
 
Newsiness  At the board meeting, we will update you on the hiring process for the position of CHA Director of 
Operations. Deputy Directors Kevin Braga and Faith Marshall have been acting on an interim basis as Co-
Directors. Six candidates were chosen for the first round of interviews. The interviewing team is composed of 
CHA senior staff. There may be tenant input in the interviews of the finalists. The CHA Policy and Technology 
Lab is seeking input from tenants regarding the questions and topics that should be included in a Public Housing 
Resident Satisfaction Survey. The survey of public housing, RAD, and formerly public housing tenants will be 
administered online. CHA started doing annual telephone surveys of public housing tenants in 2002 as part of 
the CHA’s original MTW Agreement with HUD. There is no plan as of now to develop a survey that would be 
used to measure the satisfaction of CHA voucher holders. Contact the ACT office for a copy of the (very long) 
2013 survey (with 32 multiple choice questions and one open-ended one). You can send your ideas to Martha 
Tai, CHA, 362 Green Street, Cambridge, MA 02139 or mtai@cambridge-housing.org. Voucher tenants may be 
very/somewhat satisfied/dissatisfied with the (latest) reorganization of the Leased Housing Department by the 
new Director Hannah Lodi. The department is attempting to catch up on recerts and inspections that are 
woefully behind schedule. It is not retaliation if your leasing officer or recert date has been changed. Please do 
not hesitate to reach out to the ACT Co-Chairs if you encounter problems or have any questions. 
 
We look forward to seeing you on September 27. Thanks to the members and friends of ACT who have 
generously given their time as volunteers and donated money and supplies to keep this organization running 
over the past seven years. 
 
Your involvement is important and appreciated. 
 
 
Solidarité! 
 
ACT Co-Chairs Jean Hannon and Cheryl-Ann Pizza-Zeoli 
 
 
 

 
What’s Going On 

 A Fair Housing Symposium, sponsored by the Department of Urban Studies and Planning, MIT, is being held 
every Tuesday, September through October 18, from 12:30 to 2:00 p.m. at the Sam Tak Lee Building located at 
105 Massachusetts Avenue (Building 9, Room 2-55, second floor). For more information, 
https://steil.mit.edu/events.  
 

(What’s Going On is continued on page 6 of this notice.) 
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September 28  Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central Office, 362 Green Street, 
fourth floor boardroom. (The agenda is available at www.cambridge-
housing.org/news/commissioners/meetingsagenda.asp on the Friday before the meeting.) 
 
September 29  Special meeting of the Cambridge City Council to vote to appoint the next City Manager, 5:30 
p.m., City Hall, Sullivan Chamber. The meeting can be streamed online at www.CambridgeMA.GOV.  
 
October 3  Opening of the CHA Housing Choice Voucher (HCV)/Section 8 Wait List at 10:00 a.m. To submit 
a pre-application or for more information, visit www.cambridge-housing.org/waitlist. To request a reasonable 
accommodation for assistance with completing the online pre-application, or request a paper pre-application, 
call CHA at 617.520.6406. 
 
October 6  Meeting of the Cambridge Human Rights Commission, 6:00 p.m., 51 Inman Street, second floor 
conference room 
 
October 10  ACT Open House/Informational Meeting, 6:00 to 8:00 p.m. at the ACT Office and Jackson 
Gardens Community Room, 135 Prospect Street. An informal get-together open to all ACT members.    
 
October 11  Affordable Housing Basics Workshop for Tenants, 10:00 – 11:30 a.m., Metropolitan Boston 
Housing Partnership, 125 Lincoln Street, Boston, MA 02111. To register, call 617.425.6605 or email 
workshops@mbhp.org. For information on other workshops for tenants seeking housing or starting a new 
tenancy, visit www.mbhp.org (click on Events/Workshops and Trainings). 
 
October 12  Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central Office 
 
October 13  Meeting of the Cambridge Commission for Persons with Disabilities, 5:30 p.m., 51 Inman Street, 
second floor conference room 
 
October 18  ACT Board Election Day. Who do you want to elect to the next ACT board? The polling place is 
the Jackson Gardens Community Room, 135 Prospect Street. Visit the ACT website at www.actcambridge.org 
for voting hours and other election information.  
 
October 19  Cambridge City Council Housing Committee will hold a public hearing to receive updates from the 
CHA and discuss the opening of the Housing Choice Voucher wait list, 5:00 p.m., City Hall, Sullivan Chamber. 
 
October 20  CHA’s monthly RAD informational meeting with Planning & Development Director Margaret 
Moran, 6:00 p.m., CHA Central Office. This meeting is open to all CHA tenants – you don’t have to be a public 
housing/RAD tenant to participate. 
 
October 26  Meeting of the CHA Board of Commissioners, 5:30 p.m., CHA Central Office 
 
October 27  Meeting of the Cambridge Affordable Housing Trust, 4:00 p.m., City Hall, Ackermann Room 
 
October 27  Meeting of the Cambridge GLBT Commission, 6:00 to 7:30 p.m., Windsor Street Community 
Health Center, 119 Windsor Street, second floor conference room 


