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55 Regent St

Figure 1: caption
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55 Regent Street: The Response

I There are a variety of concerns among various neighbors,
but I’ll just speak to mine which are the density. I feel is
very high....I feel that having four units in that building
with one parking space each is insufficient and that’s my
objection.

I I’ve done a little research and this is all information from
the property database in Cambridge....We’re in Zone B,
my understanding is that there’s a 2500....minimum
square foot requirement per dwelling. And I think this
development is very non-compliant and that’s my
objection.

I It’s cost us over $100,000 to have this work done [on my
house]. My concern is that....demolition is going to affect
all the work we’ve done.....That’s our biggest concern.
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Public Participation in Housing Policy

I Accumulation of land use regulations means that projects
involving the development of more than one housing unit
frequently have to go through multiple Planning/Zoning
Board meetings

I Meetings typically solicit input from public, especially
abutters

I Creates multiple potential veto points where citizen
objections can stop or delay the development of new
housing

I Veto points could be a good thing if they empower
neighborhoods against developer excess
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Participatory Inequality

I Unintended consequences for democratic
representativeness

I Central question: who participates at community
meetings and what are their views?
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Meeting Minutes

I Downloaded all Planning Board and Zoning Board
meeting minutes from 2015-2017 for 97 cities/towns in
MA

I Collected data from all meetings discussing the
construction of > 1 housing unit

I Accessory apartments
I 50-unit apartment complex

I Meeting minutes for these towns featured: names,
addresses, and positions on proposed housing
developments

I In some cases, minutes also included reasons given for
this positions

I N = 3, 327 commenters and N = 4, 268 comments
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Towns with Public Comments

Number of Comments
5-15
16-20
21-24
25+
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Meeting Minutes

I % Oppose
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Meeting Minutes

I Names and addresses allow for merge with MA voter file
and CoreLogic Property Records

I Demographic variables

I Homeownership
I Age
I Party ID
I Length of registration at address (proxy for length of

residence)
I Vote history
I Race (Name matching algorithm)
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Results: Participants Compared to Voter File
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Results: Participants Compared to Voter File by
Race
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Latino Surnames

I 3 of 313 commenters in towns that were >10% Latino
had a Latino surname

I 1 of 42 commenters in Lawrence, MA (75% Latino) had a
Latino surname
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Results: Participants’ Positions
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Results: Participants’ Positions
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Results: Participants’ Positions
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Results: Participants’ Positions
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Results: Participants’ Positions
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Results: Participants’ Positions
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Results: Participants’ Positions
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14% 23% 63%

Support Neutral Oppose

I Predictors of opposition
I White
I Homeowner
I Republican
I Number of comments
I Infrequent voting

14 / 23



Black Voters Are More Likely to Speak in Support
of Development
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Black Voters Are More Likely to Speak in Support
of Development. . . Even After Accounting for
Homeownership
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Mass Public Generally More Supportive of Housing
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Top 10 Reasons Given by Position Taken

support neutral oppose

0% 10% 20% 0% 10% 20% 0% 10% 20%

Traffic

Septic/Water

Safety

Privacy

Pedestrian Impact

Parking

Non−Compliance

Neighborhood Character

Home Values/City Finances

Height/Shadows

Flooding

Environment

Density

Affordability

Aesthetics
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Land Use Regulations and Expertise

I High level of expertise (e.g., “He stated that as an
engineer he knows what kinds of games can be played
with numbers. He gives no credibility to these counts. He
added that Merrimack College traffic is not de
minimus....He asked for a written report from the DPW
on the impacts of proceeding with the facility.”)
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Policy Impact

I Comments can directly persuade local officials not to
approve a project

I Electoral consequences
I Citizen willingness to pursue legal challenges

I Multiple individuals in our data attended meetings with
lawyers and identified themselves as lawyers

I A few could be linked with lawsuits filed in the MA Land
Court on the development in question

I Quantitative analysis correlated lawsuits with lower levels
of housing permitting
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Policy Prescriptions

I Can we change the composition of meeting attendees?

I Evidence from GOTV operations

I Effect sizes usually fairly modest from very expensive
interventions

I Mobilization efforts may exacerbate rather than address
participatory disparities

I Concentrated costs and diffuse benefits of housing
developments make it difficult to attract more
attitudinally and demographically representative
commenters
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Policy Prescriptions

I Waiting period on decision-making

I Pre-register clear guidelines
I City-level decision-making
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Thank you!
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