The Present State of
Massachusetts’ Public
Housing Portfolio

A report on the needs and the case for $450 million in ARPA funds

Massachusetts’ public housing portfolio is valued at over $12 billion. It currently serves
70,000 elderly, families, disabled people and veterans across the state. Over 150,00o are
on waiting lists. The need to maintain this incredible investment is also great, and essential
repairs are truly needed. The convergence of the need with the inflow of $5.3 billion in ARPA
funds represents a once-in-a-generation opportunity to fix pressing problems that might
otherwise go unsolved for years. Now is the time to ensure that our investment yields tangible
returns well into the future.”
– Donna Brown-Rego
Executive Director, MassNAHRO

Outdated Fire Alarm Systems:
Having been installed in the 1970s through the 1990s, the majority of the systems are not
addressable, that is, they cannot pinpoint the location of a fire. When a Massachusetts
public housing fire alarm is triggered, it will only indicate that there is a fire in a building,
or at best on a certain floor. This technology is outdated and fire chiefs across the
Commonwealth have stepped forward to state that these antiquated systems are putting
residents at risk.
A local fire chief said, “The housing authority’s fire alarms are unable to specify the
exact location of a fire – only a zone. If a fire were to occur, fire fighters would still have
to search once they arrived on scene. In the case of a resident being away while a fire
started in his apartment – a small fire could go undetected for a relatively long time.”
The added time needed to identify where a fire is increases response time, placing lives
at risk and increasing the risk of wider property damage. In addition, insurance premiums
have increased significantly as we are failing to protect the State’s investment.
Our current fire alarm system poses a safety threat. Time is of the essence.”
– Denise Jordan
Executive Director, Springfield Housing Authority

THE SOLUTION
The funds that MassNAHRO is requesting would be used to replace the old-technology
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more precise operating system with individual detection devices that transmit their own
identification addresses. Each sensor device can report its exact location to the fire alarm panel – instantly pinpointing
the fire’s location. These systems have many benefits.

• Their individual detectors can be labeled, providing easy identification in the event of a fire.
• They provide pre-alarm warnings, thereby giving maintenance staff and others time to investigate problems
before an alarm sounds. This could, for example, enable an evacuation ahead of a real emergency.

• Their detectors are individually settable for different alarm thresholds. So locations with higher risk can be set
to higher sensitivity than low-risk locations.

• They have time and event logs for comprehensive reporting.
THE REQUEST
$50 million to replace failing and unsafe zoned systems with addressable systems.

Failed Underground Utilities:
Currently:

• Sewer lines made of cast iron and clay lead to corrosion and breakages.
• Water lines made of copper or lead present safety and health concerns.
• The locations of underground heating lines (to serve multiple buildings) are undocumented and subject to
accidental breakage when digging.

• Electrical lines and transformers are failing and often unsafely located inside buildings.
Sewer lines, water lines, heating lines and electrical lines installed
over 50-plus years ago are past their life. On a daily basis,
residents are reporting sewerage backing up into their units as
numerous developments have lines that have deteriorated and
cracked. Sewerage is also leeching under cement slabs and
into the groundwater. Water lines are also failing, often times
causing damage to the interior units and triggering resident
displacement. Electrical lines are causing faults to occur and
create emergency situations that have the potential for resident
displacement. Many developments have central boilers where
water lines travel underground to adjacent buildings providing
forced hot water heat. These lines are also failing (typically in the
winter) causing emergency, no-heat situations across the state.
Electrical transformers are failing and the expense to replace
Failing pipes pose risks that include shutdowns and clean-up costs.
them are falling onto the local housing authority. These projects
can no longer be handled in a reactive mode as countless frail
seniors and disabled are relocated to hotels without the supportive services needed. And lastly, beyond the disruption
to residents, the cost to the environment and the increased emergency costs are significant.
We have sewerage backing up into residents’ sinks. It creates ongoing emergency situations.
Having the funds to fix the root problem would create a long-lasting solution.”
– Candace Avery
Executive Director, Ashland, Millis, Medford Housing Authority
Insurance premiums have increased 40% and deductibles are much
higher than in years past – costs absorbed by the housing authorities. A
disaster with a failed water or sewer pipe is not only a health and safety
issue for residents, but the clean-up and recovery in addition to costs of
insurance claims are excessive.
We’ve had three ceilings collapse because of leaking copper
pipes. Residents’ lives were threatened as well as the
integrity of the building. But with current funding, we won’t
get to fix the pipes behind the walls. Unfortunately, that’s a
Band-Aid solution.”
Replacing old copper and lead pipes with modern PVC
piping would eliminate leaks and safety concerns.

– David Hedison
Executive Director, Chelmsford Housing Authority

THE SOLUTION
The funds that MassNAHRO is requesting would be used proactively to replace existing failed and beyond-useful-life
sewer lines, water lines, heating lines, electrical lines and electrical transformers. These are health and safety projects
that are of the utmost importance. By replacing this essential infrastructure, housing authorities across the state will

be able to accomplish their mission of providing safe, sanitary, affordable housing to our most vulnerable populations.
Specific replacement projects and their benefits include:

• Existing cast iron and clay sewer lines will be replaced with modern non-corroding, low-maintenance PVC

products. Doing so will greatly reduce backups and breaks with these products that have a greater than 75year life expectancy.

• Replacing water lines with modern proper wall thickness copper and/or often times PEX products increases

the quality of a development’s potable water supply dramatically – all while assuring failures are not of concern
for the foreseeable future, and generations of residents.

• Replacing heating lines with quality, insulated PEX products will increase the efficiency of the systems.

Replacement will also enable housing authorities to document all underground line locations – providing
protection against accidental line breakages in any future work projects that involve digging.

• Replacing electrical lines and transformers with lower-cost units and locating them outside buildings will
guarantee uninterrupted power and reduce safety concerns.

THE REQUEST
$100 million to replace existing failed and beyond-useful-life sewer lines, water lines, heating lines, electrical lines and
transformers.

Stalled Capital Projects:
The majority of the phased projects are large-scale kitchen,
bathroom, electric and plumbing upgrades. Over 57% of the
developments are over 50 years old and each housing authority
receives about five cents on the dollar for the work that is actually
needed. Instead of projects being completed in a reasonable
amount of time, the lack of funding means that the projects must
be phased over three to seven years. This causes a significant
disruption in residents’ lives, including temporary relocations to
hotels. What’s more, units are remaining vacant for years, and
project costs escalate due to the lack of funds.
Old water tanks in apartment units can fail at any time.
Currently, 189 projects have been created and set up in the
DHCD CABHUB System. They are ready, but cannot be launched
because they cannot, with current funding, be completed in a timely fashion to house residents and applicants on
waiting lists. Under the current funding scheme, some developments may need to be shut down for health and safety
reasons.

EXAMPLE – AMESBURY HOUSING AUTHORITY
Amesbury was awarded $2.3 million to improve one of its one-bedroom, 30-unit residences for the elderly. The project
entailed:

• Replacing walkways, completely renovating kitchens and bathrooms, painting, installing new flooring, replacing
exterior doors and storm doors, installing new roofs and roof drainage systems, upgrading attic insulation to
code, repairing/replacing waste piping, repairing foundation cracks, replacing windows, making two units and
a community room building handicapped accessible.

• Relocating residents (which leaves units vacant and unable for use by residents and applicants on the waiting list).
Because of increased costs necessitated by phasing and resident relocations, the DHCD cut the scope of the project
by more than two-thirds, including all window replacement, a two-thirds reduction in roof replacement and the

cancellation of walkway paving work. The Amesbury HA executive director has sought alternative funding, including
the city’s CDBG funds to enable window replacement.
The costs associated with phasing and the resulting reductions in scope of work has also required the project designer
to rework the project to accommodate these constraints that limit needed repairs.
Unfortunately, this situation in Amesbury is replaying in many of the larger DHCD special-award projects. Note that
cost increases oftentimes are due to code triggers based on the value of construction as it relates to the replacement
value of the building(s). However, value-engineering the scope of an existing project down to a point where code
triggers are no longer in play undercuts the housing authority mission of providing decent, safe, affordable housing for
those in need.
Our $450 million funding request breaks down to about $10,500 per residential unit. And it
would impact housing across the state.”
– David Hedison
Executive Director, Chelmsford Housing Authority

THE SOLUTION
In one construction phase, complete the existing special award
projects and all large-scale, multi-phased capital projects that are
currently underfunded due to code triggers as well as the costs
associated with phasing and resident relocation.
Doing so eliminates these unnecessary costs, enables the full scope
of needed work and is less disruptive to public housing residents.

THE REQUEST
$235 million to complete approved projects that are currently
underfunded due to code triggers and construction multi-phasing.

A roof hole in Chelmsford awaits repair in a phased repair project
that could take years to attend to.

Formula Funding Shortfall:
Government allocates over $55 million for planned public
housing capital programs such as accessibility improvements,
health and safety projects, and kitchen and bathroom
updates. The costs associated with 2020 projects came in on
average 92% over the budgeted amount. Less than half the
projects were completed and the balance must be completed.
There is shortfall in the 2021 fiscal year that must be made
up in order for the minimal amount of work to be completed.
None of the incomplete projects are optional – they remain a
serious concern to the residents they impact.
Expenses related to mitigating the COVID 19 pandemic
played a part in diverting funds that would have otherwise
gone to capital projects.

Non-accessibility creates safety issues for disabled tenants. Inadequate
formula funding puts these critical renovations on hold.

According to a recent survey, 70% of public housing
authorities reported they won’t have enough capital funding
this fiscal year and next to complete the projects in their
capital plans.

Capital plans are created using predetermined formula funding awards
and specific cap shares available for each individual year. Projects are
created to fit within the spending parameters and funded accordingly.
In recent years, even as they received the largest bond bill in history,
housing authorities are receiving approximately five cents on the
dollar to address the expired components and deficiencies at their
developments as outlined in this report.
There is nothing worse than getting called in the middle of
a blizzard and learning that there is no heat. It’s not a quick
fix; we need a whole new boiler system.”
– Connie Desbiens
Executive Director, Dartmouth/Swansea Housing Authority

THE SOLUTION
Complete the 189 shovel-ready projects currently underfunded by
granting the requested ARPA funds, which would enable needed repairs
and also free-up capital funds to be redistributed throughout the state’s
public housing portfolio.

THE REQUEST
Repairs for unsafe, crumbling sidewalks get pushed ahead
due to lack of formula funds.

$50 million to address projects in housing authorities’ capital plans that
were requested based on approved formula funding figures within the
capital plans but are now stalled due to increased costs.

Climate Change/Resiliency:
According to a September 2011 report from the MA Executive Office of
Environment and Government Affairs, the most significant impact of
global warming and climate change has been a confirmed increase in
average sea levels: eight inches since record keeping began in 1921.
There are a number of public housing developments in coastal
Massachusetts communities that are at serious risk of loss due to their
close proximity to rivers, streams and other bodies of water. Flooding
threats require a response: Heating and other systems must be relocated
from basements; generators must be installed; and modifications
to lower levels must be made. Flooding could mean a total loss
resulting in uninhabitable developments – and the wiping out of the
Commonwealth’s decades-long investment.

EXAMPLE – SALEM HOUSING AUTHORITY
Built in 1958, Leefort Terrace is one of 23 Salem Housing Authority
properties that provide more than 700 apartments throughout Salem.
Leefort Terrace’s eight buildings offer 50 single-bedroom garden-style
units for elderly and disabled residents.
But the property hasn’t been significantly updated since it was built;
it’s well past due for an overhaul, according to Executive Director Cathy

The aftermath of a flooding high tide at Leefort Terrace in
Salem. The property is near an ocean cove.

Hoog. None of the apartments are accessible to people with disabilities and the entire site is in a coastal floodplain.
Salem Mayor Kim Driscoll, who also serves on the Salem Housing Authority board, confirms the situation: “The 50
senior housing units at Leefort Terrace need to be upgraded and protected from potential floods.”
The 2011 climate report also stated that:

• Global warming has caused snow to melt earlier, and results in more days over 90 degrees than ever before.
• The number of 90-degree days in Massachusetts will increase ten-fold and noted that Boards of Health are
responding with increasing frequency to deal with heat stress and asthma, especially in lower income and
elderly populations.

• Climate change has added to the number of low-income households facing energy insecurity. This is especially
true during record summer heat, when the need for air conditioning is extreme – increasing utility bills for
households with AC and threatening the health and lives of those without.

• Insect populations and disease frequency have increased, making window screens and pest control more
important – another significant cost to landlords.

We had over 600 families who were unable to access their units due to the flooding a couple of
years ago. We all know the need for funding to address climate change. It’s here and it’s now.”
– James Marathas
Executive Director, Quincy Housing Authority

THE SOLUTION
Improve building infrastructure to mitigate problems
caused by climate change such as:

• Upgrading electrical services to accommodate

window air conditioners where mini split systems
are not feasible.

• Installing electric heat pumps (ductless mini-splits)
and full insulation/air sealing to keep premises
cool (which can be greenhouse gas-free when
supplied by nuclear, solar or wind electricity).

• Installing solar systems on building roofs, enabling
direct power plus potential installation of battery
backup systems.

Flooding in communities such as Lynn are becoming commonplace.

• Installing deployable flood barriers at the openings
of ground-level entry ways.

• Building porous pavement surfaces or rain gardens to slow drainage to a site’s lower levels and reduce
flooding.

• Replacing windows and doors with energy-efficient units.
• Replacing existing failing flat roofs with high solar-effective-index rated roof systems to reduce both heat
absorption and energy consumption.

• Replace failed asphalt shingle roofs with light colored shingles to reduce heat absorption.
THE REQUEST
$15 million targeted to housing authorities located in flood zones and prone to climate hazards. Proposed
improvements not only increase the resiliency of the public housing portfolio but also contribute to the state’s overall
goal of achieving net-zero carbon emissions by 2050.

Your local housing authority
executive director can answer
any questions you may have.
Click to find your local housing director

Click to check out the four-minute video featuring some public
housing authority officials who explain the areas of need

Click to check out the website

617.367.0008
dbrown@massnahro.org

