RENT CONTROL: AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR THE PRIVILEGED, NOT THE POOR

STUDY FINDINGS

Finding 1: Rents in Controlled Communities Were Held Well Below Market
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Finding 3: Rent-controlled Apartments Became Gentrified

Finding 4: Gentrified Tenants Achieved Lighter Rent Burdens

Finding 1: Rents in Controlled Communities were Held
Well Below Market

Comparing Cambridge and Brookline to the other 10 largest cities in the Boston
metropolitan area reveals the effectiveness of restrictive rent control in holding rents
below market levels. Figure 1 is a bar graph of U.S. Census data for 1980 and 1990
and shows that by 1990 Cambridge had an overall median gross rent of only $538 for
monthly housing expenses including heat and utilities.

Even though this Cambridge median gross rent includes market-rate and publicly
assisted rents as well as controlled rents, it was decisively the lowest rental housing
cost among the 12 largest communities in the Boston metropolitan area, even lower
than the $574 of the industrial/manufacturing city of Lynn. Only Cambridge and Lynn
had median gross rents under $600.

Although Brookline, a relatively affluent community, had a 1990 median gross rent of
$671 -- considerably higher than Cambridge or Lynn -- rent control had still kept
Brookline’s median rent level lower than the less affluent Somerville's median of $677.
Moreover, comparing the two bars for each. community shows the change from 1980 to
1990; Brookline had the smallest rent increase among all 12 communities, while
Cambrldge had the second smallest rent increase.

Over the decade, Brookline's median rent increased a mere $25 a month (constant
1990 dollars), and the median in Cambridge increased only $77 a month, while all the
other comparison communities increased by $140 a month or more. Since these
median rent increases combine all rents together -- controlled, subsidized, and market
-- median controlled rents in Cambridge and Brookline probably rose even less than
indicated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Median Gross Rents in Metro Boston, 1980 and 1990
All communities over 50,000 in the Boston metro area; in 1990 dollars

(t18tmp2:rntspduchg) (1.61)
$900

I i

$700 - - - - - - —— - - - g — oo

$600 o------—-------—-

$500

$400 - - S %

MALDEN MEDFRD NEWTON  QUINCY §OhRVL WALTHM  WEYMTH

Source: U.S. Census, 1980 and 1990 1980 = 1990

Comparing controlled rents to market-rate rents within Cambridge itself, according to
different apartment sizes, is another way to view the impact of rent control. Figure 2
shows that in 1990 a two-bedroom rent-controlled apartment could be rented for $620
per month, about the same cost as a studio-sized market-rate apartment. Rent control,
as administered in Cambridge, was indeed effective in holding down rents and
providing tenants considerably more housing for the money they spent on rent.

Figure 2. Median Rents in Cambridge (cho3trenton2) (5101
Compared by Apartment Size and Housing Type, 1990
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When Cambridge enacted rent control in 1970, rents in controlied properties were
"rolled back" to their 1967 “base rent year” levels. From 1970 on, increases were tightly
regulated over the course of the ensuing 24 years. While market rent increases in
Cambridge exceeded the general rate of inflation, controlled rents did not even keep up
with inflation, trailing behind the Consumer Price Index by some $120 a month on
average for each controlled apartment by 1991.5

8  The argument that the 1984 court-ordered 100% property valuation greatly eased the property tax
burden on controlled properties in Cambridge has no bearing on these findings. According to the
Cambridge Assessor's Office, the 1984 drop in annual taxes was approximately $400 per rent-controlled
unit, which, corrected for inflation accounts for only $45 of the $120-per-month gap reached in 1991
between average controlled rents and the 1967 average rent adjusted for inflation.
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